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Arahmaiani 2009, ‘I Love You (after Joseph Beuys Social Sculpture)’,

147

installation detail, fabric appliqué of Arabic scriptures, Esplanade,
Singapore, photographer Kivaa.
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Arahmaiani 2009, ‘I Love You (after Joseph Beuys Social Sculpture)’,

148

performance Esplanade, Singapore, captured from a video by Lynn C.
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Arahmaiani 2009, ‘I Love You (after Joseph Beuys Social Sculpture)’,

148

performance Esplanade, Singapore, captured from a video by Lynn C.
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Murwanti, A 2011, ‘In Memoriam Love', installation detail, lurik cloths,

159

wooden box, scissor, stickers, exhibited at Fiber Face 3: International

Fiber art Group Exhibition, Taman Budaya, Yogyakarta, photographer
Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2011, ‘In Memoriam Love', installation, lurik cloths, wooden

159

box, scissor, stickers, exhibited at Fiber Face 3: International Fiber art

Group Exhibition, held at Taman Budaya, Yogyakarta, photographer Yekti,
B.
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Murwanti, A 2011 The Prayer, soft sculpture and a lurik cloths,

160

Backstage Hope Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti,
B.
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Murwanti A 2011, The Prayer (detail), soft sculptures, Backstage Hope
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Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation, lurik cloths,

166

soft sculptures, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer
Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, lurik

167

cloths, soft sculptures of the goddess Sri and rice cones offering, FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, lurik

168

cloths, soft sculpture of the goddess Sri, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation, lurik cloths,
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soft sculptures, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer
Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA

171

Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA

171

Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA
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Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA

172

Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA

173

Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.

XX

Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament

149

Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA
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Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 The Viewers at Recalling the Goddess Sri, exhibition,

174

FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA

174

Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, offering

175

soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer
Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, offering

175

soft sculptures FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer
Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA

175

Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail (walls),
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FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail (, FCA

177

Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Yekti, B.
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Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation,

179

FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Murwanti, A.
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Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation,

182

FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by
Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation,

183

FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Murwanti, A.
160

Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation,

184

FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Murwanti, A.
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The Javanese Noble Family Sat on the Floor in front of Goddess Sri

185

Krobongan (Room devoted for Goddess Sri in Javanese Palace), 1920s,
courtesy of KITLV, Netherland, photographer unknown.
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Sultan of Yogyakarta Hamengku Buwono VIII sat with Dutch Official in

186

their Chairs, 1933, courtesy of KITLV, photographer unknown.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

187

detail, Goddess Sri’s chair, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

187

detail, Goddess Sri’s chair, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

187

detail, Goddess Sri’s chair, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

188

detail, amulets chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

189

detail, amulets chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

190

detail, amulets chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

190

detail, amulets chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

190

detail, amulets chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
171

Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

191

detail, Sita amulet, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer
Murwanti, A.
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Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

191

detail, Sumbadra amulet, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer Murwanti, A.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

192

detail, razor blade soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer Murwanti, A.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

192

detail, scissor soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

193

(detail), offering soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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176

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

193

(detail), offering soft sculptures, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

193

detail, wall installation of water spinach, flowers, butterflies soft
sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer
‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

193

detail, wall installation and offering soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University
of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, wall and floor
offering soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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180

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

194

detail, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography
by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

194

detail, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Murwanti, A.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, water

195

spinach soft sculpture installation detail, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, offering soft 195
sculpture installation detail, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation,

196

FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by
Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

196

detail, chicken offering soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong, photographer Murwanti, A.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

197

detail, soft sculptures of scissor, comb and mirror, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

198

detail, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer Murwanti, A.
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188

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

198

detail, flowers offering soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

199

(detail), lillies soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

199

detail, jasmine soft sculpture hung on the chair, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
191

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

199

detail, flowers chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

200

detail, flowers chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
193

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

200

detail, flowers chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
194

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

200

(detail), calla lillies soft sculptures, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
195

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

201

(detail), jasmine strands and roses soft sculptures, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
196

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

201

(detail), roses soft sculptures on the floor, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
197

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

202

(detail), roses soft sculptures on the otherworldly animal and floor, FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by
Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation,

203

FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by
Appleart’.
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199

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

204

detail, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography
by Appleart’.
200

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

204

(detail), seven-legged tiger soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

205

detail, peacock soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

205

detail, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography
by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

206

(detail), mini tiger and mini rhinoceros soft sculptures FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
204

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

206

(detail), Sadana swallow bird soft sculpture FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
205

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

207

(detail), a soft sculpture of otherworldly creature from batik Semenrama
pattern, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer
‘Photography by Appleart’.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

207

(detail), soft sculptures butterflies from batik Sidoasih pattern, FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by
Appleart’.
207

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

208

(detail), soft sculptures of butterfly and scissor on the gallery’s wall, FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong, photographer ‘Photography by
Appleart’.
208

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

209

(detail), Loroblonyo soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong,
photographer ‘Photography by Appleart’.
209

Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

210

(detail), shadow from amulets chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong, photographer Murwanti, A.
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Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation

210

detail, flowers chandelier, offering soft sculptures, shadow of flower
chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong photographer
Murwanti, A.
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List of Special Names and Abbreviations

A
Abangan Term for a Javanese Muslim who practiced Javanese
syncretism over Islamic doctrines
Ayam Chicken

B
Badan Body of the cloth
Bathuk A part of Tumpal of the cloth
Batik Wax-resist dyeing cloth
Bangun tulak Repellent reinforcement pattern
Bekasi A city in West Java
Beskap Javanese traditional formal suit for male
Bid’ah Innovation in practice without
precedent of the Holy Koran
Bindi Indian ornamental dots.
Bottari A bundle wrap
Brokat Brocade lace
Brojolan Launching

C
Cakar Claws
Cawasan / Cawas A village in Central Java
Cakar ayam The chicken claws pattern
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Cengkir Half ripe coconut
Cengkir gading Young yellow half ripe coconut

D
Dewi Goddess
Dhawet Traditional Javanese dessert
of sweet rice cakes in coconut milk
Dhawetan Eating the Dhawet
Dhingklik Traditional stool
Dukun Shaman
Dukun Manten Shamans specialised in bridal styling, usually women
Dringin One type of lurik cloths pattern

E
Etalase Display case

G
Gantos Busana Changing the cloths
Garba Wedana Hindu Balinese pregnancy ritual
Gamelan A traditional Javanese musical orchestra
Gebyok Wooden exterior house wall
Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru Indonesian New Art Movement
Grompol Batik pattern that contains hope
of having long lasting family
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H
Hadith The narrative record of the sayings
or customs of Muhammad and his companions
Haram Legally forbidden in Islamic law
HARPI Association of Indonesian bridal make up artists
(Himpunan Ahli Rias
Pengantin Indonesia)

J
Jarit or Jarik A long traditional Javanese skirt
Java An Island in Indonesia
Javanese An Ethnicity from Java Island

Jenang

Glutinous pudding

K
Kebaya Traditional blouse for woman
Kejawen Traditional Javanese believes, Javanism
Kendi A Traditional Javanese earthen jug
Kendhil A Traditional Javanese earthen pot
Keraton Javanese palace
Kembulan Eating together
Kepala ‘Head’ of the cloth
Krobongan A sacred place that was built
for the Goddess Sri in Javanese palaces.
Kerupuk Indonesian cracker, which is often made with tapioca
and coloured with a vibrant colour from industrial
dyes.
Ketupat Rice cake wrapped with coconut leaves
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KITLV (Koninklijk Instituut Royal Institute of Linguistics and Anthropology
voor Taal-, Land- en Netherland
Volkenkunde)

Klasa Bangka Pandanus leaf mat
Klenthing A vessel to store water
Kluwung Pattern was installed in the roof of constructions
at the house-building site to make sure
the house was built safely and strong
Kupat Rice cake wrapped with coconut leaves
Kukuban Carrying the cloths
Kumkum Traditional pigments used for Indian rituals and
ceremonies

L
Lasem A name of a melody played in gamelan
Lawe Cotton yarn for weaving the lurik
Lima Jurus Five Lines of Attack of
Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru the Indonesian New Art Movement
Indonesia
Liwatan A ‘leap’, name for lurik cloth’s pattern
Loro Two or couple
Loro Blonyo Inseparable couple
Luri Traditional Javanese woven cloths
with stripes or checks patterns.
Lurik Traditional Javanese woven cloths
with stripes or checks patterns.
Luwaran ‘Cut barriers’ ceremony

M
Mancal The border of the cloth
Mapag Sri Ceremony The Ceremony of 'Picking up' Goddess Sri for the Sake
of Agricultural Fertility
Mitoni Traditional Javanese seventh months pregnancy ritual
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Mori White plain cotton fabric
MUI (Majelis Ulama The Indonesian Council of Ulema
Indonesia)
Musyrik Polytheistic

N
Nang Yai Traditional shadow puppetry play from Thailand
Nyamping Wrapping the cloths

O
Orde Baru The New Order - the regime under Suharto
(1966-1998)

F
Pasaraya Dunia Fantasi The Supermarket Fantasy World
Pasren Pendaringan The traditional sacred innermost room
Parang Machete
Parangkusumo A pattern containing a prayer that
the unborn child would have a sharp brain
Patkwa Eight-sided figure used for fortune-telling
Pecah Pamor Breaking the traditional water pitcher,
Pengajian Holy Koran recitation
Perkara Baru Newly invented
Pranatacara Assistant of the ritual facilitator
to maintain the guests’ attention
to the Mitoni ceremony.
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Q
Qibla Direction that Muslims should face doing salah prayer

R
Rujakan Eating the sour fruit salad

S
Salah Muslim prayer
Sandang, Pangan, Papan Indonesian proverb hat translates as:
‘cloths [or clothing], foods and shelter’
Semarang The capital city of Central Java
Semenrama Prayer for the unborn child to be born
a child who has a love for all creatures in the world
Serat Sri Sadana The ancient story manuscript
of Sri and Sadana by Empu Kalangwan in 835C
Seret Small part of Tumpal of the cloth
Sesuci Holy washing
Sethong Tengah The traditional sacred innermost room
Sidaasih Batik patterns that contains the expectation of that
mutual affection and love between a man and a
woman.
Sidaluhur Batik patterns that contains hope to achieve a noble
role or position in community
Sidamukti Batik patterns which means hopes to achieve
happiness
Sigaran Splitting coconuts
Silet Razor blade
Siraman Holy bath
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Siwur A traditional bailer
Sritaman Flower The ‘queen’ of Javanese flower garden
Stagen A traditional Javanese waistband was made from a
thick woven lurik.
Sungkeman The Javanese ceremony to ask for a blessing from the
parents
Surjan Traditional Javanese top for male

T
Tabdzir Wasting money
Tlisir The border of the cloth
Tingkeban Another term for Mitoni or
Traditional Javanese seventh months pregnancy ritual
Tinkeb Tandur Ritual for the ‘safety’ of the rice
Toya Perwitas Sari Holy water essence
Transmigrasi A New Order government’s program,
(Transmigration) which aimed to move the population
from urban areas in Indonesia to rural and remote
areas
Tropong Traditional weaving shuttle
Truntum Literal translation: the blossom pattern,
meaning “have a true love – for the parent”
Tukang dekor Decoration artisan
Tuluh watu The sacred stone pattern
Tumbar Pecah Crushed corianders pattern
Tumpal Head of the cloth
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U
UNESCO United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural
Organization

Ustadzah Woman Islamic cleric
Udan riris Literal translation: the drizzle pattern, symbolising
fertility

W
Wali Songo The nine proselytes
Wayang Javanese traditional performances employing puppets
or human performers
Wetan East
Wiyosan The traditional game within a ceremony in which
parents guess their baby’s gender
Wahyu tumurun Batik pattern that contains prayer for receiving
guidance from God
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Abstract
This thesis is an exegesis that complements my installation project ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the

Stitches of Lament’. My project was inspired by my personal participation in a traditional
Javanese Mitoni seventh month pregnancy ritual in 2006 and was fueled by my concerns in
response to the changing socio-cultural environment in Indonesia.
I begin my thesis looking at the legacy of Joseph Beuys’ social sculpture philosophy and the
effect this has had on Indonesian installation practice and its connection with the history of
installation and contemporary art in Indonesia. I start my research with a history of the legacy
of the Indonesian New Art Movement (Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru), and I write of how the
practice of installation art has had an important role as a social sculpture that conveys
artist’s social conscience. Central to this project is an investigation of how ethnographic
features taken from fragmented narratives in ritual and cloths become artistic and political
strategies in the practice of installation art to connect visual art with discussions of personal,
social and cultural dimensions from woman artist’s perspectives as in those created by the
second wave feminist artists and Asian female artists such as Kimsooja, Sheela Gowda and
Arahmaiani.
Practice-led research is employed as a central methodology in this project, intertwining with
material culture and bricolage. The material culture of Mitoni and Lurik cloths is explored
through my direct participation and observation in the Mitoni ritual (2006) and the
conduction of field research in Semarang city and Cawasan village, Central Java, Indonesia
(2011) to interview a Javanese ritual facilitator and the Lurik cloths weavers. Stitching
together the threads of ethnographic narratives in the Mitoni ritual and the lurik cloths with
the socio-political content of Indonesian installation art history and current socio-cultural
issues, the body of work and thesis for this project is constructed through the process of
bricolage. As the result of the bricolage, the connectedness between ethnographic narratives
in traditional ritual and textile with artist’s concern to the socio-cultural and political issues is
revealed in the installation practice.
I concluded through my project that installation art not only has a role to play as a social
sculpture but is also a form that holds together eclectic interconnected stories. Installation
art practice enabled me to become a stitcher of stories and wounds, as well as a conduit
between the past and the present. This project contributes insights into installation art
practice through the specifics of my personal experience of the Mitoni ritual and the lurik
cloths, and my extrapolation of these specifics into broader socio-cultural dimensions. I
highlight the interconnected links between the practice of installation art and ritual, the ritual
and the textile, the traditional practice and the contemporary art, the past and the present,
myths and realities, and the artist’s social conscience with visual arts practice.
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Introduction

Topic
This practice-led research project Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament encompassed an
installation and an exegesis. It explored the Javanese traditional seventh-month Mitoni
pregnancy ritual and the associated ceremonial lurik cloths to reveal the fragmented
narratives and the entangled socio-cultural issues surrounding the ritual through
contemporary installation art practice.

Aims and Objectives
Central to this project are the intersections between contemporary art and traditional ritual
practices that carry with them a capacity to interrogate national political ideologies and to
impact locally on cultural heritage and history. More specifically, this research project
explored how the ethnographic features of the Mitoni ritual objects, lurik cloth and the
fragmented narratives that underpinned the ritual linked into social issues that were
highlighted by the economic impact on traditional lurik cloth weavers. I interwove these
complex political and cultural issues together using the motifs of weaving and stitching in
textile installation art to creatively respond to the suppression of Javanese cultural practices
in Indonesia. Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament explicitly explored the role installation
art can and has played in questioning socio-cultural issues in Indonesia. My installation
navigated the complexities of a contemporary art practice that investigated the political
through the personal from the subjective perspective of a contemporary Javanese woman.

Background
Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament was inspired by an intimate personal experience in
2006 while I was pregnant with my son. My family encouraged me to take part in the
traditional Javanese Mitoni seventh-month pregnancy ritual in order to ensure a healthy
pregnancy and birth. My participation in the ritual left a long-lasting impression and deep
interest in the history of the ritual. My subsequent research into the meanings and values of
the Mitoni ritual in Javanese culture revealed its recent decline prompted by the current
socio-political climate in Indonesia. The diminishment of the ritual ignited my concern for its
possible disappearance from Indonesian culture. As a result, this research project was
motivated by an urgency to express my concerns about the potential loss of this ancient and
culturally significant ritual practice. In the broader context, my installation and the exegesis

1

act as a critical response to the current socio-cultural changes in Indonesia that are
impacting on Javanese cultural customs such as the Mitoni ritual; on the associated
practices including lurik weaving traditions; and on the lives of traditional practitioners,
including lurik weavers, the custodians of old knowledge.
Javanese traditional rituals, including the Mitoni has been in decline since the arrival of Islam
in Java (Koentjaraningrat 1975, 1985; Rahardjo 2011). The decline of traditional Javanese
ritual practices such as the Mitoni ritual reflects the socio-cultural change and the erosion of
cultural inclusivity and cohesion. The decline of the Mitoni also has impacted on the home
industry of lurik weaving with the craftspeople experiencing economic hardship, and more
broadly the gradual loss of skills and cultural knowledge (Lestari 2011). The decline of these
Javanese traditional practices has lead me to explore the key socio-political issues that have
impacted on the lurik home-weaving industry and my own cultural identity as an Indonesian
contemporary textile artist. A motivation for this study has been to highlight these cultural
issues.
Research of the Mitoni ritual and the lurik cloths encompassed the mythic narratives held in
the ceremonial cloth. My research confirmed the salient interconnections between the Mitoni
ritual, the lurik cloths and the old tradition of worshipping the Javanese female divinity of rice
and fertility – the Goddess Sri. Through an exploration of the history of the socio-cultural and
socio-political situation in Indonesia from the lenses of anthropologists (Geertz 1960;
Koentjaraningrat 1985; Rahardjo 2011; Irvine 2005; Vatikiotis 1993; Porter 2002; Vltchek
2012; Taylor 1997), and art historians (Wright 1994; Miklouho-Maklai 1991, 1998; Ingham
2005, 2007, 2010; Turner 2005; Supangkat 2005), I discovered that the changes in the
socio-politic situation in Indonesia contributed to the loss of the stories of the Goddess Sri
(and other Javanese female divinities). These conditions have inspired me to deeply engage
with the multiple layered narratives embedded in the Mitoni ritual and in the lurik cloths. I
gathered in and expressed these narratives through ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of

Lament’ with my own imaginative interpretation of the ritual stories. The interpretation and
imagination of these layered and multi-faceted narratives enabled me to express my concern
for the loss of traditional Javanese cultural practices and to critique the directions of sociocultural change in Indonesia.
There was very few research articles published on the Mitoni or Lurik (Djoemena 2000;
Heringa 2010; Newland 2001). Furthermore, the scholarly publications regarding Mitoni
rituals and Lurik cloths were not directly connected nor did they engage with texts on
contemporary art. For instance, the research of lurik in ‘Lurik: the Magic Stripes’ (2000)
written by Indonesian historian Nian S Djoemena (2000); ‘Nini Towok’s Spinning Wheel: Cloth

and the Cycle of Life in Kerek, Java’ (2010) written by textile anthropologist Rens Heringa,
and ‘Lurik: Sejarah, Fungsi dan Artinya Bagi Masyarakat’ (Lurik: History, Function and Its
Meaning) (1994) written by anthropologist Wahyono Martowikrido explored lurik cloth
through the perspective of the historian and the anthropologist. The scholarly writings about
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the Mitoni rituals were written from the anthropological viewpoint as in the journal article
‘Syncretism and The Politics of the Tingkeban in West Java’ (Newland 2001, pp312-326) by
anthropologist Lynda Newland, the article ‘The Symbolic Meaning of Javanese Tingkeban
Offerings’ by Indonesian anthropologist Isna Herawati (Herawati 2007, pp145-151), and
1

‘The Goddess Sri in Javanese Tradition’ an article by Indonesian anthropologist Sumintarsih
2

(2007, pp136-144). Significantly, during my thesis research (2010 to 2013) I could not
locate any research on the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloth from the perspective of a
contemporary female artist.

Contribution
The insights from these anthropological and historical ethnographic sources of the Mitoni
ritual and lurik gave me an opportunity to connect the histories of traditional ritual and
ceremonial textiles with contemporary arts practice. Interpreting this ethnographic insight
through a contemporary arts practice lens, I framed my personal experience and insights as
a Javanese female as tools for political activism to critique my own society through my art
making and thesis writing. I have combined my personal experience with the Mitoni ritual and
the supporting ethnographic research into the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths to critique the
decline of this tradition. In my case, ‘the personal’ is ‘political’ because this personal story
engaged multiple narratives that were linked to the politics and history of my own society and
culture. ‘The personal is political’ was a slogan introduced by the feminist Carol Hanisch
(1969, 2006), and was borrowed by the second wave feminist artists to pursue a process of
legitimating women’s art. The second wave feminist artists used installation art as forms of
political activism (Bishop 2005; Butler 2007; Golda 2012) and linked textiles and ritual with
political activism (Adan 2006; Lippard 1983; Orenstein 1994; Auther 2010; Golda 2012).
I have written of the history of installation arts practice in Indonesia and of its unique identity
and meaning and its close relationship to the socio-political conditions in Indonesia, to
traditional and western contemporary arts practice. Through the study of the Indonesian
New Art Movement (Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru) and the influence of the European artist
Joseph Beuys’ social sculptures in Indonesia, I wrote of the Indonesian New Art Movement’s
strategy of exploring local socio-cultural issues such as “Indonesianising” (Turner 2005,
3

p206) and ‘indigenising’ (Wright 1994, Miklouho-Maklai 1991, 1998). History shows that
during the 1970s and 1980s in Indonesia, installation art was highly political (Miklouho –
Maklai 1991) and this history framed my own practice in installation.

2

This title is a literal translation from original Indonesian article’s title ‘Dewi Sri dalam tradisi Jawa’
(Sumintarsih 2007, pp136-144).
3

Turner wrote: “It has been suggested that Indonesian art adopted ideas such as installation and protest
art from Western art, merely Indonesianising the content. But there were critical differences, which were
brought into sharp relief by the reaction of audiences outside Indonesia” (2005, p206).
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The development and publication of Indonesian female arts practice in Indonesia came out of
activism, rather than a practice-led development. The “frame of entry” for reading Indonesian
female artists’ works was dominated by a perspective of exploring the activist content of the
work rather than a focus on its creativity according to the Indonesian art historian Wulan
Dirgantoro (2011, p115). This typical frame of entry also dominated the theme, visual form
and the meaning of the artworks by female Indonesian artists (Dirgantoro 2011, p115). As a
consequence, the discussion of feminism in regard to the work of female artist’s work in
Indonesia focused on activism rather than the ‘aesthetic and theme’ and artistic practice
4

(Dirgantoro 2011). Hence, my use of practice-led research to address creative inquiry in
installation art using the Mitoni and lurik is presenting an original insight into the complexities
of connecting personal, social and cultural dimensions in contemporary art practice with a
focus on the practice.
As regards the issue of gendered art, Dirgantoro (2011) wrote that the strategy of using
textiles and fibre through a handmade craft process currently in use by Indonesian female
artists was an important topic for the discussion of gender issues in the visual arts (p116).
5

Dirgantoro (2011) noted, the artist’s choice of medium as an important strategy when
situated in the context of ‘gender’ reading. Responding to this opportunity, I explored cultural

lurik cloths in my installation to open out a discussion of gender in Indonesian contemporary
art.
Speaking of the connection between traditional art practice and installation art the critic,
Julie Ewington (1995, 1996) attempted to fill the gap of exploration between contemporary
art and Southeast Asian cultural tradition in her articles ‘Five elements: An Abbreviated

Account of Installation Art in South East Asia’ (1995, pp108-115) and ‘Between The Cracks:
Art and Method in Southeast Asia’ (1996, pp57-63) which connected the acceptance of
installation as art practice in Southeast Asian regions with the Southeast Asian traditions,
such as rituals and performances. Ewington’s research (1995, 1996) gave insight into the
use of local, cultural and traditional materials by Southeast Asian installation artists who were
not only engaged in personal and cultural connections but also had a political intention.
The decision to explore installation art practices by female artists from both western and
Asian regions emerged from my struggle in reading western feminist texts during the first
year of my PhD candidature. I came to the conclusion that western feminism could not
become the sole framework for the complexities of my installation art practice. The ideas that
arose from the western feminist artists did not represent my own experience of being an
Indonesian woman. I decided to interrogate the entanglements of the personal, the social and
the cultural dimensions of installation art using my own perspective as an Asian, Indonesian
4

As articulated by Dirgantoro (2011) “estetika dan tema” (p115), which means ‘aesthetic and theme’.

5

Dirgantoro (2011) sees a trend in utilising textiles, fiber with handmade and craft approach by
Indonesian female artist.

4

Javanese Muslim woman. Through exploring installation arts practice by Asian women artists
and through the perspectives of Asian feminists (Kimsooja, Sheela Gowda and Arahmaiani), I
felt confident that I could explore and utilise feminist ideas whilst maintaining my identity as
an Asian, Indonesian Javanese Muslim woman. Thus, my installation used my own
experiences to explore and re-interpret the ‘personal is political’ from a Javanese Muslim
woman’s perspective.

Theoretical Perspectives and Methodology
Practice-led research was employed as a central methodology in this project; intertwining
with material culture theory and bricolage. Practice-led research acknowledged art practice
as a form of research and legitimated the artist as researcher , and allowed me to use my
6

perspective as an Indonesian Javanese female artist working in installation practice to
search for new insights in the utilisation of traditional ritual and textile for exploring sociocultural issue in Indonesia.
Scholar Graeme Sullivan’s assessment of practice-led research (2005, 2006, 2010) gave
the artist a legacy to claim art making as process of research and enabled artists to draw a
connection between critical inquiries in visual arts and debate the role of the creative
practice in socio-cultural discourse. The use of practice-led research facilitates the
intellectual and imaginative dialectical process between art making and the artist’s inquiries
toward personal, social and cultural dimension .
7

Moreover, Sullivan’s (2010) insight showed me that critical visual art inquiry “[…] addresses
that which may be neglected, contrived and contested” (Sullivan quoted in Golda 2012, p9)
and encouraged me to put forward Indonesian ritual as central to my thesis discussion. This
insight encouraged me to work with the marginalised ritual of the Mitoni and the ritual lurik
cloths and to re-enact the narrative of the Goddess Sri. It gave me confidence to raise critical
and creative inquiries into socio-cultural issues through art practice over social sciences. In a
8

similar vein to Sullivan, art academic Estelle Barrett (2007 a, 2007 b) noted the important
feature of practice-led research methodology which was “its capacity to bring into view
particularities that reflect new social and other realities either marginalized or not yet
6

Sullivan (2006) stated: “If taken from the perspective of the artist, both knowledge production and the
functions to which knowledge is put best understood as a dynamic structure that integrates theory and
practice and contributes to our individual and social systems of understanding” (Sullivan 2006, p28). He
continued: “Whether seen as process or product, art practice can indeed be argued to be a robust form of
human engagement that has the potential to reveal new insight and understandings” (2006, p30).
7

According to Sullivan “[…] art practice is a profound form of human engagement that offers important
ways to inquire into issues and ideas of personal, social and cultural importance. This practice is creative
and critical; features complex forms of imagination and intellect; and makes use of processes and
procedures that draw many traditions of inquiry” (2006, p33).
8

Sullivan argued: “An inquiry process involving interpretative and critical acts is then possible as new
insights confirm, challenge or change our understanding” (2006, p20).

5

recognised in established social practices and discourses” (2007 a, p4). Barrett (2007 a)
and Sullivan (2010) highlighted the role of visual art inquiry to bring forth neglected realities
into visibility for viewers.
In exploring personal experience, I used qualitative participant-observation methodology

9

(Jorgensen 1989) because this methodology enabled me to explore the ritual from the
perspective of an insider . I used this participant-observation methodology as a framework
10

to strategically explore my own experience in the Mitoni as a research source. Participantobservation methodology was conducted outside studio making, such as participating directly
in cultural or societal community events being researched. In regard to studio art making,
Sullivan (2005) justified the use of supporting methodology outside the visual art areas

11

(2005). The use of participant-observation methodology in examining personal experience in
the Mitoni ritual has sculpted a way to understand the Mitoni ritual as an insider and an
outsider, subjectively and objectively, as well as being a member of the community and a
researcher.
My direct participation in the Mitoni (2006) was a way to investigate a tangible knowledge of
layered emotions, which occurred during the ritual experience. I then needed to develop an
approach to transform these responses into an installation. I consider my position as a
participant, observer and an insider of the Mitoni ritual strengthens my authority as an artist
to exegete my installation practice from the ethnographic standpoint of an Indonesian Javanese woman. However, Jorgensen (1989) suggests that a researcher also needs to
critically examine this personal experience to enable a discovery of new insight.
Barrett (2007 a) argued that the basic premise of the practice-led approach was to
generate knowledge through action and reflection (2007a, p5) . This explains why an act of
12

continuous critical reflection was involved in the research and making of ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the
9

Sociologist Danny L Jorgensen in his book ‘Participant Observation: A Methodology for Human
Studies’ (1989) writes that having personal experience and ‘observing while participating’ are two
methods that use in Participant Observation methodology, in order to observe and gather information
from people and society (pp82-95). Jorgensen suggested: “Direct experience and observation is the
mainstay of this [participant observation] methodology” (1989, p94).
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In regard of the role of personal experience in research, sociologist Danny L. Jorgensen (1989) argued:
“Personal experience derived from direct participation in the insiders’ world is an extremely valuable
source of information, especially is the researcher has performed membership roles and otherwise
experienced life as an insider” (p93).
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Sullivan (2005) stated that the activity of art production is commonly combined with other methods
from myriad disciplines. Sullivan (2005) has given example on drawing other methods from areas of
anthropology, sociology, psychology and et cetera. Sullivan confirms, “[…] artistic sensibility is
sufficient but not necessary to fully understand something” (p65). Sullivan noted that artists were often
required to “classify, organize, compare, and reference information so that it fits comfortably within an
accepted system of knowledge” (2005, p65).
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Barrett (2007 b) also drew on Dewey’s claim that “only in reflection, does the resolution of various
instances of experience and adjustment become intellectual” (2007 b, p117)

6

Stitches of Lament’ installation. Sullivan (2006) wrote: “When art practice is theorized as
research, it is argued that human understanding arises from a process of inquiry that
involves creative action and critical reflection” (p28). According to Sullivan (2005), reflexivity
acknowledges “[…] the positive impact of experience as a necessary agency to help frame
responses and to fashion actions” (p62). Consequently the “researcher and the researched
are both changed by the process because creative and critical inquiry is a reflexive process”
(Sullivan 2006, p28). Creativity pushed the process of continuous reflexivity in my project;
and transformed my personal experiences of the Mitoni ritual through my agency as an
artist. Sullivan’s insight gave me an understanding as to why the forms of my installations
shifted and changed thorough its journey toward its final installation of ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the
Stitches of Lament’.
13

I found the philosopher John Dewey’s insight into reflective practice also useful to frame the
process of critical reflection in my research. Dewey’s reflective practice offered the idea of
returning to experience, connecting with feeling and evaluating experience during the
reflection process (Dewey in de Freitas 2000) . Dewey’s suggestion on ‘returning to
14

experience’ brought me to a stage where I could see both personal experience (as Javanese
woman) as well as studio experience (as artist) as invaluable sources of research. Meanwhile,
the process of ‘connecting with feeling’ evoked the importance of an artist’s feeling and
emotions to bring to the installation making. Dewey’s procedure of ‘evaluating experience’
had dual benefits for me: firstly, it allowed me to re-examine and utilise this personal
experience in ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’; secondly, it explained the trigger to
evaluate my experience in studio making in my previous exhibitions to ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the

Stitches of Lament’ (2013).
Besides exploring my personal studio making experience, I was researching the Mitoni ritual
and lurik cloths from a material cultural perspective to enhance my understanding of the
15
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Sullivan argued: “[…] artists’ practice, with less concern for functionalism, can be seen as a
transcognitive and reflexive response to the impulse of creativity” (2006, p27)
14

Scholar Nancy de Freitas (2002) discussed Dewey’s reflective practice definition, which was reworked
in the work of Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985). According to de Freita (2002), these three scholars have
effectively reworked Dewey's five aspects of reflective action into three significant ideas of reflective
practice (de Freitas, 2002). Three significant aspect of John Dewey’s ideas of reflective practice (de
Freitas, 2002) are: [1]“Returning to experience - that is to say, recalling or detailing salient events” [2]
“Attending to (or connecting with) feelings - this has two aspects: using helpful feelings and removing or
containing obstructive ones”. [3] “Evaluating experience - this involves re-examining experience in the
light of one's intent and existing knowledge”. It also involves “integrating this new knowledge into one's
conceptual framework” (Boud, Keogh and Walker in de Freitas 2002, p1)
The term material culture was firstly used in 1843 and has been used as a methodology in many
discipline fields since then (Buchli 2004 in Hulsbosch, Bedford and Chaiklin 2009). Material culture is
widely applied across disciplines such as archaeology, philosophy, sociology, anthropology, and history
and science areas. Art historian Jules David Prown (1982) wrote that through “affective contact with
senses of the past”, material culture has an emphatic approach in identifying object and engaging the past
(p5).
15
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objects in the Mitoni ritual, especially the lurik cloths. An understanding of the relationship
between the material and its cultural context enhanced the way I approached the use of
material in the studio and helped me to consider my connections to the lurik cloth and Mitoni
ritual. The utilisation of material culture in my research allowed me to observe, discuss and
highlight lurik cloth and Mitoni ritual features from the traditional Javanese context. Looking
at lurik from a material culture perspective, I engaged with the sacred and cultural value of
the lurik cloth in the Mitoni ritual and had the opportunity of exploring the context of lurik
16

material beyond its visual materiality and haptic aspects in installation practice.
Through the lens of material culture, the use of original lurik from Cawasan village in my
installation also established a link that connected the viewers with neglected stories of lurik
cloth, the craftswomen behind the stories and Javanese myths and folklores. The cultural
context of the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths was explored through direct participation and
observation in the Mitoni ritual (2006). I interviewed a Javanese ritual facilitator and the lurik
cloth weavers as field research in Semarang city and Cawasan village, Central Java,
Indonesia (2011). These interviews confirmed that the practice of the Mitoni ritual is
declining. This decline has impacted on the home industry of lurik weaving with the
craftspeople experiencing economic hardship, and more broadly the gradual loss of skills and
cultural knowledge (Lestari 2011).
I have used the methodology of bricolage to connect the fragmented narratives of the Mitoni
ritual, lurik cloths and socio-political issues together to convey my process of gathering the
stories and mending the pieces in my installation art. The concept of bricolage was broad and
not limited to studio practice (Dezeuze 2008; Stewart 2007) thus, it was also used to
interconnect information from multiple disciplines into the art making. The use of bricolage
17

in this research positioned me as a bricoleur who explored social cultural issues as well as
the material culture. I acted as a bricoleur - the stitcher of these multiple fragmented stories
and narratives.
Scholar Ian Woodward (2007) suggests that the bricoleur is “a kind of ‘tinkerer’, who is able
to bring multiple creative tools and strategies to solve material problems or create new
structures” (p66). With regards to the conceptual thinking in art making, art scholar Ainslie
Yardley (2008) writes that bricolage is technically a way of piecing “patchwork of ideas”
(Yardley 2008). Yardley (2008) borrows Lincoln and Denzin’s statement that a researcher is
“a bricoleur”; “a maker of patchwork”; “a weaver of stories” and “an assembler of montage”
(Lincoln and Denzin cited in Yardley 2008, p7). The bricoleur is one who constructs

Art historians Hulsbosch, Bedford and Chaiklin (2009) argue that the use of material culture
methodology emphasises the context for exploring the objects as “the examination of material culture”
(p13).
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My exploration of installation art, ritual, textile and socio-cultural issues has drawn on myriad
interdisciplinary information from visual art, anthropology, sociology, philosophy, history and feminism.

17
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‘bricolage’ (see Woodward 2007, p66). The bricolage itself, according to Stewart (2007) is a
term that offers “a way to describe what we do”, enables the researcher to “collage
experience, to involve issues of knowledge and understanding, technology, concept, percept,
skill and cultural and discipline experience”, it is hybrid praxis which presents an approach
that “[…] places the researcher’s discourse and practices […]” and “becomes the space for
reflection, contemplation, revelation” (p128). The practices of the bricoleur were concerned
with ‘making do’, ‘collecting’, and “using objects in a variety of possible combination”
(Woodward 2007, p67). The bricoleur thus “deploys particular practico-theoretical logic to
enable systems of transformations, meaning objects can have fluid meanings with systems of
classification and exchange” (Woodward 2007, p67). This ‘practico-theoretical’ logic thinking
of the bricoleur was useful to compile and shape the structure of dialectical connection
between practice and theory in my installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’.
In terms of my studio research, bricolage is a central method that connects the fragmented
narratives of the social history of installation in Indonesia, the research field trip in central
Java, the interviews of Mitoni facilitator and lurik weavers with the narratives, cultural
histories and mythology that underpin the Mitoni ritual and the lurik cloths. These fragmented
narratives come together in the form of installation. As the result of the bricolage, the
connectedness between ethnographic narratives in traditional ritual and textile with artist’s
concern to the socio-cultural and political issues is revealed in the installation practice.
Stewart (2007) writes that the artist’s imagination, skill, and foresight strengthen an artist’s
position as a bricoleur who conducts bricolage in their research and practice. As a bricoleur,
an artist is able to initiate a critical dialogue through their art practice (Stewart 2007). In
regard to studio experience, Sullivan emphasises that studio art experiences are “inclusive of
the full range of ideas and images that inform individual, social and cultural actions” (2005,
p81). Sullivan (2005) continues, “[…] while the practices are extensive in carrying out inquiry
“in” the visual arts “about” the visual arts, “of” the visual art, the premise presented here is
that the studio experience is the core around which research centers” (p81). The studio
experience is a core of artist’s research; it “[…] is a form of intellectual and imaginative
inquiry” (Sullivan 2005, p78). It is my imagination and my position as the bricoleur that
connects the puzzles and bits of these myriads eclectic narratives of personal, social,
historical, cultural and political dimensions into a form of installation.
This critical inquiry brings together culturally diverse methodologies and theoretical
perspectives to produce both the installation and the text. The main methodological
approaches include participant observation and reflective methodology (Jorgensen 1989;
Dewey in de Freitas 2002) as well as material culture (Hulsbosch, Bedford and Chaiklin
2009; Prown 1982), which are set within the main visual art practice-led research
framework (Sullivan 2005, 2006, 2010; Barrett 2007a, 2007b). The theoretical scaffold
brings together the concepts of Javanism (the Javanese philosophy of the cultural matrix and
the syncretism of religions) (Koentjaraningrat 1975, 1985; Beatty 1996; Geertz 1960;
Wright 1994; Rahardjo 2011), social sculpture (Beuys in Bishop 2005), Indonesianising and
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indigenising (Turner 2006, Wright 1994, Miklouho-Maklai 1991, 1998), bricolage (Dezeuze
2008; Stewart 2007; Yardley 2008; Kneebone 2010) and bricoleur (Lincoln & Denzin in
Yardley 2008; Woodward 2007) in relation to the cultural matrix of Javanese and
Indonesian cultures, traditional ritual practices, political activism in Indonesian history of
contemporary art and installation art strategies.
These creative strategies are used to make connections between the past and the present,
mythologies and the real, the familiar and the strange, the everyday and the otherworldly, the
traditional and the contemporary, as well as the personal and the political. Through these
strategies I express my lament for the loss of a complex cultural matrix in Javanese society
that corresponds with the decline of the Mitoni ritual practice and the collapse of the lurik
home-weaving industry in Central Java. The conjunction of these approaches to installation
art allows me to express my own political activism and my desire to mend the wounds of my
society.

Structure of The Thesis’ Chapters
In Chapter One, I explore how the practice of installation art is political in the Indonesian
context. I discuss the relationship between the emergence of installation art in Indonesia; the
socio-political issues and the fundamental connection between artist’s social conscience and
artist’s creative practice. This chapter highlights that the practice of installation art is
regarded as politically sensitive in terms of Indonesian art and current socio-political situation
in Indonesia.
Chapter Two This chapter has developed out of practice-led research and operates as a
platform to explore the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths as a strategy to explore a social and
cultural critique of current issues of politicisation of religion and its relation with the decline of
traditional practice through the installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ (2013).
The chapter begins with a description of participant-observation of the Mitoni ritual
experience (2006), which includes a formal interview with ritual facilitator (2011) and
fieldwork in a Cawas village - included a formal interview with two lurik weavers (2011). The
core analysis of the Mitoni ritual and the lurik cloths in this chapter explores how a
relationship between the sacredness of Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths with the mythology of
Goddess Sri is very sensitive in Indonesian visual art and in a political context.
Chapter Three discusses the connection between ritual, textile and the practice of
installation art. This chapter links together the insights from different disciplines to connect
ritual, textile, installation art and socio-cultural discussions with a focus on women artists
using ritual and textiles as a political activity. I examine the installation artwork from the
second wave feminist artist and Asian female artists and I explore how the idea of ‘personal is
political’ is interpreted by female artist from different cultural point of views. Installation arts
made by Kimsooja, Sheela Gowda and Arahmaiani explores the cultural and political context
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of their artworks, represent the challenges and the struggles faced by these Asian female
artists in their individual cultural contexts. Through the study of these female artists’ practice,
I seek a framework for the development of my own point of view as an Asian, Indonesian,
Javanese female contemporary artist who is exploring critical questions regarding the sociocultural condition in Indonesian society through the practice of installation art.
Chapter Four explores my creative practice in the exhibitions ‘In Memoriam Loved’ (2011),

‘The Prayer’ (2011), ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ (2012) and ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of
Lament’ installation (2013). I utilise social sculpture as a theoretical framework of my
creative practice and the process of bricolage as a tool to draw together disparate stories.
These strategies connect the personal, social and cultural narratives of ritual, textiles and
socio-cultural issues of my practice-led research. Through the use of these two strategies, I
propose ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ to be a strategic act in which the ‘personal
is political’ as well as a lament that conveys my critical response to socio-cultural issues in
Indonesia through bricolage and through the stitching of narratives drawn from the Mitoni
ritual and lurik cloths in installation art practice.

11

12

Chapter One
The Entanglement and the Wounds

This chapter explores the underpinnings of my installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of

Lament’. I have structured this chapter into two connected sections: The Entanglement and
The Wounds.
The first section: ‘The Entanglement’ focuses on the emergence of installation art in
Indonesia and its entanglement with social, political and cultural issues. I focus, in particular,
on the work of the German artist Joseph Beuys (1921-1986) and his legacy in the
development of installation art practice in Indonesia. I am arguing that installation art in
Indonesia is a political practice framed in the setting of its own particular art histories. This
section also investigates the connection between the development of my own creative inquiry
and the desire to respond to socio-cultural issues in Indonesia.
In the second section: ‘The Wounds’, I explore the Indonesian social and cultural issues
resulting from political change in Indonesia, in particular civil art censorship, and the
experience of women in a patriarchal society. These issues are explored through a study of
the decline of traditional and local Javanese rituals and customs with a focus on the
diminishing Javanese pregnancy Mitoni ritual and the associated decline in the lurik cloth
home weaving industry. These socio-cultural issues are linked to each other. I investigate the
connections between social issues and the development of installation art practice in
Indonesia, which in turn enables me to shape a platform that links installation art with rituals
and textiles. The contribution of this investigation to the development of the installations
‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ in studio making gives an insight into installation art
practice within the context of its relationship to socio-cultural and political dimensions.

The Entanglement
The practice of installation art covers a myriad of creative practices that aim to explore a
social layer, which is the experiential relationship between the art and its viewers (Bishop
2005; Rebentisch 2012; Oliveira, Oxley and Petry 1994, 2003). Installation art emerged for
a range of reasons, including the artist’s concern for the distinction between the “aesthetic
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space of art” and the social space in life (Oliveira, Oxley and Petry 1994, p11). The connection
between installation art and social issues are drawn from two areas, firstly from installation
practice and its concern for the social relationships between art and the viewer - which
aimed to achieve and maximize viewers’ experience, and secondly of installation practice that
aimed to merge boundaries between art and human’s real life (Bishop 2005; Oliveira, Oxley
and Petry 1994, 2003; Rosenthal 2003).
The history of installation art practice has been dominated by a number of influential
Western artists who expressed their disappointment in existing art practices and their
engagement with social, cultural or political issues and their work questioned the status quo
of the existence of an understanding hierarchy of ‘art’ (Bishop 2005; Rebentisch 2012;
Oliveira, Oxley and Petry1994, 2003; Rosenthal 2003; Suderburg 2000). Installation art by
women artists has marked an historical moment in the visual arts, for example, the Fiber Art

Movement (1960s). This is a movement that pursued a legitimate aesthetic status for fiber
and textile practice. In the second wave of feminist artist’s practice (1970s) it also acted as a
political forum to challenge the hierarchy of art and to review the low status of craft and
women (Auther 2010).
18

For my project, the most compelling reason for practicing installation art is that it enables the
artist to challenge the boundaries of their art practices to allow for a merging between the
viewers into the artwork. Installation art offers an alternative structure for telling entangled
narratives, discussing socio-political issue through expanding the viewers’ experience of the
artwork beyond the limitation of two-dimensional objects. According to art critic Claire Bishop
(2005), installation “[…] presupposes an embodied viewer whose senses of touch, smell and
sound are as heightened as their sense of vision” (Bishop 2005, p6). The way installation
presents and connects myriad elements and features, such as space, light, materials and
textures into wholeness creates an opportunity for me to bring together appropriate
references from rituals and textiles, as well as allowing me to involve various technical
productions into a total single form. Both ritual and installation share a similarity in
constructing an experience of events, momentum and space, which require viewers to
directly encounter the presented narratives. Through seeing these elements as a whole, the
19

fragmented narratives drawn from ritual, and socio-cultural dimensions can be connected
and presented to the viewers as a political practice that convey a comprehensive narrative
within the space.

18

The practice of installation art using fiber and textiles was seen in the exhibition Woven Forms (1963),
Eccentric Abstraction (1966), String and Rope (1969) and the major exhibition Wall Hanging (1969)
during the fiber art movement (Auther 2010).
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The structure that constructed installation art demands “a particular and direct relationship with the
viewer” (Bishop 2005, p10).

14

Practices of installation art “heighten the viewer’s awareness of how objects are positioned
(installed) in a space and of our bodily response to this” (Bishop 2005, p6). Bishop (2005)
continues, stating that the activation of space and viewers in installation art happens when
viewers walk around or into the artwork as it introduces “[…] an emphasis of sensory
immediacy, on physical participation, and on a heightened awareness of other visitors who
become part of the piece” (p11). Through the viewers’ active presence and direct experience
of the installation space, the artist evokes the viewers’ “political and ethical implication” to art
(Bishop 2005, p102). Thus, according to Bishop, a “transitive relationship therefore comes
to be implied between ‘activated spectatorship’ and ‘active engagement in the social-political
arena’” (Bishop 2005, p11). Broadly speaking, the inclusion and physical presence of viewers
in the installation space is a political act, as it actively engages viewers with the narratives
that artists have brought into the space.
My interest in the practice of installation art was inspired by the second wave of feminist
artists from the 1970s and their interest in installation art. I was also interested in the
20

contemporary Asian female artists
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who were practicing ritualistic installation art in

response to a change in their society through a negotiation of personal, social, cultural and
political issues in their art practice. The body of theory that links the ritualistic act, installation
art practice, and socio-political activism and discussion is found in social sculpture, practice
which was initiated and theorised by the German artist Joseph Beuys (1921-1986). Beuys’
radical thinking towards the inseparable relationship and connections between art practice
and socio-political issues was formulated in social sculpture and has reappears in the form of
installation art. In relating the practice of installation art with Beuys’ social sculpture, Bishop
(2005) writes: “‘Social sculpture’ may therefore be understood as a precursor of
contemporary installation art that presupposes a politicized viewing subject […]” (p6).

Social Sculpture
In this section I explore the development of installation art practice in Indonesia and the role
the German artist Joseph Beuys plays in this development. Beuys was an artist as well as a
social and political activist who strongly influenced artistic and aesthetic re-definitions in art
history through his philosophy and theory of social sculpture. Integrating and relating art
practice with social and political activism, Beuys’ arts practice includes drawing, sculpture,
installation, performance, as well as his participation as an activist for political parties

22

(Bishop 2005, p102). Adored for his infamous mythical story of survival of being wrapped in
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Mary Beth Edelson, Ana Mendieta, Faith Ringgold, Judy Chicago et al.
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Kimsooja, Sheela Gowda and Arahmaiani.
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Beuys formed the German Student’s Party (1967), and was an activist in the Free International
University (1974) and the Green Party (Bishop 2005, pp102-104).
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fat and felt by the Tartars during a World War II , Beuys offered a perspective in seeing art
23

as myth - as an invented form by ‘suffering individual’ , to heal society’s wounds.
24

According to Bishop (2005), “Beuys provides a model of artistic engagement that has
influenced a whole generation of contemporary practitioners” (p106). Beuys’ radical thinking
was influential in Indonesia, fuelling a spirit of change in social and political art. His philosophy
equipped young Indonesian artists with a courage for challenging socio-political situations
with their art practice. Through mass media, imported books and seminars , Beuys’ art
25

practice connected the aesthetic space with social and political activism and was a huge
influence and an inspiration to the Indonesian Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru or the New Art

Movement art practice from the 1970s on and more broadly to the emergence of
Indonesian contemporary art (Wright 1994; Miklouho-Maklai 1991, 1998). Beuys’ social
sculpture is crucial in the discussion of the emergence of installation art in Indonesia and the
use of art as medium to critique Indonesian’s New Order government (1966-1998). In
Indonesia, Beuys’s concept of social sculpture was adopted, interpreted and indigenised by
the Indonesian New Art Movement group which linked art to society in order to challenge the
domination of traditional art and formalism in Indonesian modern art (Wright 1994;
Miklouho-Maklai 1991, 1998).
26

Beuys’ social sculpture is often used as a vital reference point for the practice of installation
art as it relates to discussions that engages with society and politics. According to art critic
Claire Bishop (2005) “any discussion of society and politics in relation to installation art ought
to begin with the German artist Joseph Beuys” (Bishop 2005, p102). Beuys defined his
practice of social sculpture thus:
“My objects are to be seen as stimulants for the transformation of the idea of sculpture […] or
art in general. They should provoke thoughts about what sculpture can be and how the
concept of sculpting can be extended to the invisible materials used by everyone.
Thinking Forms – how we mould our thoughts or
Spoken Forms - how we shape our thoughts into words or
Social Sculpture – how we mould and shape the world in which we live:
Sculpture as an evolutionary process; everyone is an artist.” (Beuys cited in Bishop 2005,
p104).
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In the 1980s the story was questioned, and later found as an imaginary story made by Beuys (Rosenthal
2004, p10).
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Term “suffering individual” is borrowed from Rosenthal (2004, p10).
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Hardi – a member of the Indonesian Art Movement Group participated in a seminar by Joseph Beuys at
the Sixth Documenta in Dusseldorf, Germany 1977 (Wright 1994, p208).
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Indonesian New Art Movement (Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru) was an art movement and a group in the
1970s that was made by underground artists; to pursue Indonesian socio-political change and challenge
the Indonesian government ‘legitimated’ art during the New Order (Orde Baru) rule 1966-1998 (Wright
1994; Ingham 2007; Supangkat 2010). In this thesis, I will use term ‘Indonesia New Art Movement.
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Beuys’ social sculpture contributes a framework of philosophy for my own research as it
extends the concept of ‘sculpting’ from visual art into socio-cultural and political spheres .
27

Social sculpture allowed everyone’s perspective outside artistic practice and art practitioners
to perform an aesthetic role from his or her political view. Using Beuys’ social sculpture
philosophical concept, I can bring together perspectives and stories from lurik weavers and
ritual facilitators into my art practice. Sculpting my ideas with perspectives outside an artistic
approach and using stories beyond my personal stories thus enriches and sharpens
discussions of social, cultural and political dimensions in my installation.
Beuys’ statement especially in the quote “how we mould and shape the world in which we live”
(Beuys in Bishop 2005, p104) gives an opportunity for an artist to respond to the particular
society and culture they live in through creative practice. This opportunity was taken up by the
Indonesian New Art Movement group in the 1970s to fight and challenge the New Order
dictatorial government (1966-1998) and offered the Indonesian society of the 1970s a new
perspective on art. With the statement “everyone is an artist”, Beuys positioned social
sculpture as a theory and philosophy that could be used by an art practitioner from any
background, region, race, or culture. It provided the stimulation for using art as a strategic
tool to ‘shape’ the society and culture they lived in. Thus, the term ‘shape’ was fluid and
utopic, it gave an artist a strategy to deal with social, political and cultural issues. Practicing
social sculpture gave voice to the challenges these artists faced within their social
surroundings. With this perspective, art practice regarded as a form of socio-political
activism can be seen as an influence on viewers to engage with social and political
discussions.
The opportunity to ‘shape’ the world in social sculpture gives a chance of hope to draw
society’s attention through practicing art. This opportunity also legitimises the artist’s
exploration of social, cultural and political issues through their art. In most of his installation
artworks, Beuys articulated his political and artistic ideas through his oeuvre and eclectic
selection of forms and materials such as wax felt and paraffin. Paraffin later became his
signature material, which was also a metaphor for protection. Weaving together these
materials with the myth and narratives that he created of himself, Beuys offered a new way of
practicing installation art and linking installation practice with socio-political content. During
the New Order era (1966-1998), Indonesian leftwing 28 and underground
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artists were

looking for a role model to adopt as a means of expressing their concerns toward sociopolitical and cultural conditions in Indonesia (Wright 1994; Miklouho-Maklai 1991, 1998).
27

Interestingly, later in the 1990s, sculptors claimed the role of “expression of universal concerns-from an
art of form, sculpture becomes an art of emotion” (Ward 2009, p8).
28

I borrowed this term from Miklouho-Maklai (1991), referring to artists who opposed the ruled political
party in New Order era.
29

The term ‘underground’ is borrowed from Wright (1994), referring to the artists who are not aligned
with the government.
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Beuys’ philosophy of art as “a form of revolution” (Spector 2006, p44) was a powerful idea in
fuelling the underground Indonesian artists of the New Order era (1965-1998), who were
hungry for a new mode of expression, longing for democracy, and displeased with the social
and political conditions under the New Order dictatorial ruler (Miklouho-Maklai 1991). Beuys’
way of seeing art as a practice that “provided a space of ‘playful activity’ free of the meansends relationships of capitalism” (Bishop 2005, p104) opened a myriad of approaches and
possibilities in art practice.
Involving ritualistic acts such as the repetitive use of wrapping objects with felt and fats in
many of his installations , Beuys regarded himself as a shaman . On the concept of artist as
30
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shaman and the self-identification as a shaman by an artist, art historian Esther Pasztory
(quoted in Walters 2010) writes:
“By the mid-twentieth century the concept of shaman had been transformed into a metaphor
for the artist; the artist is now identified as someone on the edge of madness who can ascend
or descend into realms of unconsciousness unavailable to others and bring back gifts for the
community in the forms of works of art. The shaman was seen as the ‘first artist’. The
concept of the shaman blended well with the idea of extraordinary gifts of the genius. The
contemporary artist is defined as a marginal person who risks his own sanity for the benefit of
the group” (Pasztory quoted in Walters 2010, p37).

Pasztory sees ‘shamanism’ and the artist as shaman as a concept that is still influenced by
the modernist point of view that positioned the artist as a genius (Walters 2010). However,
through her statement, Pasztory gives valuable insight into the way that the metaphor of
shaman can relate closely to an artist’s contribution to a community. It also highlights the
social function of art and artist’s consciousness playing an important role in society. Beuys’
self-declaration as shaman reflects his social awareness and a genuine intention to shape
the world and heal society’s wounds.

Figure 1. Beuys, J. 1963, 1966, Eurasian Siberian Symphony, panel with chalk drawing, felt, fat, hare,
and painted poles, The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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Some of them are ‘Eurasia Siberian symphony’ (1963), ‘Chair with Fat’ (1963), ‘Last Space? Dernier
Escape?’ (1982) and ‘Infiltration Homogeneous for Grand Piano’ (1966).
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As mentioned in Victoria Walters’ writing ‘The Artist as Shaman: The Work of Joseph Beuys and
Marcus Coates’ (Walters 2010, pp35-47).
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In my view, Beuys’ concern for social change in society and his involvement of Asian ‘material’
in his artwork also became a factor in the acceptance of his philosophy of social sculpture in
Indonesia. According to critic Nancy Spector (2006), one of Beuys’ primary references was
the “European-Asian landmass, the partition of which represented for him the rift between
Eastern intuition and Western reason” (p28). Beuys’ hope for rapprochement and unity was
formed in the ‘Eurasian Staff’ - a “symbol of future unity” (Tisdall in Spector 2006, p28).
32

Beuys believed that art could alter society, engaging with social and political activities
(Rosenthal 2004; Spector 2006). The belief that art could alter society thus became fresh
water for the underground and leftwing Indonesian artists who were thirsty for justice and
freedom. Social sculpture was a form of liberation for them. Spector (2006) writes that in
the work of Eurasia Siberian Symphony (1963, 1966), Beuys proposes “a conductor of
energies linking the Eastern capacity for transcendental thought with Western materialism”
(p28). Through this work, Beuys expresses his hope of reconciliation from his country’s
refusal to “acknowledge a deeply traumatic past” (Spector 2006, p28).

Syncretism and Unity
My interest in Beuys’ ‘social sculpture’ also comes from his use of a form of syncretism as a
metaphor for socio-political solutions formed in art practice. The syncretism spirit in Beuys’
work could be seen in Beuys’ intention to unite Europe and Asia into ‘one spiritual world’ ,
33

such as in Eurasia Siberian Symphony (1963, 1966) (Borer 1997). Regarding Beuys and
syncretism, critic Alain Borer comments:
“[…] it is tempting to see in his [Beuys] work a kind of cao-dai spirit, the syncretic religion that
celebrates all in one: Buddha, Jesus, Lao-tzu and Confucius. And yet, having received a strict
Catholic upbringing, Beuys’s work is permeated not only with Catholicity, nor any conformity to
dogma, but rather with cathology, a mixture of culture and apostolic language, tending if
possible toward eschatology. Undoubtedly no strict religious doctrine could have turned
Beuys’s work off its true path, which was to ‘exorcise the religious in favor of the spiritual’”
(Borer 1997, p31)

The way that Beuys brought a syncretic spirit into social sculpture as metaphor and a
mythical solution for creating unity, a reconciliation of conflict, and a healer of society’s
wounds opened a way for me to use the principle of Javanese syncretism philosophy in my
34

installation art to link my art’s practice within a socio-cultural discussion. For Beuys, art was
35

“a religiomythical quest to overcome social, political, and psychological division and conflict
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The Eurasian Staff, according to curator Caroline Tisdall “runs from East to West, then doubles back
toward the East” (Tisdall cited in Spector 2006, p28).
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This term is borrowed from Borer (1997, p31).
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Javanese philosophy or Javanism (Kejawen) is considered as a philosophical framework of Javanese
culture (Koentjaraningrat 1985) or Javanese religion (Geertz 1960) - a syncretic mixture of the religions
of Islam, Hindu, Buddha, and dynamism belief.
35

Through referencing the sacred construction of Mitoni ritual.
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and to recover the unity once enjoyed but now lost” (Spector 2006, p107). Beuys’
perspective of seeing art as a strategy to recover unity, was not only favored by the
Indonesian New Art Movement, but was also useful for my own practice. Working with this
premise, I brought Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths together within installation art to revive and
commemorate the unity, harmony and multi-religions understanding in Javanese syncretism.

An Adoption from Beuys: ‘Exposing Society’s Wound’ as a
Remedy
This section’s heading: ‘exposing society’s wound’ is borrowed from historian Brita L.
Miklouho-Maklai’s book entitled ‘Exposing Society’s Wounds: Some Aspect of Contemporary

Art Since 1966’ (1991). In her book, Miklouho-Maklai (1991) writes that Indonesia’s New Art
Movement group was strongly inspired by Beuys’s idea of social sculpture. However, these
Indonesian artists were hesitant to fully adopt either Western or Beuys’s artistic
philosophies. Instead, the Indonesian New Art Movement tried to customise this idea of social
sculpture with local issues and Indonesian artistic ideas (Miklouho-Maklai 1991, 1998).
Indonesian New Art Movement considered the most powerful remedy for solving social
issues was through exposing their society’s wounds in the artworks. The way that the
Indonesian New Art Movement worked with this premise was to expose their own society’s
wounds through championing their own marginalised people. Thus, for New Art Movement
artists, care for humanity became a form for a “new aesthetic in art” (Miklouho-Maklai 1991,
pp102-109).
This radical idea for a new aesthetic in art challenges two issues: firstly, the status quo of
formalism and traditional arts which was used to suppress anti socio-political criticism (in
Indonesian New Order legitimate arts); and secondly, challenge the ruler regarding the issues
in society due to socio-political conditions. Beuys believed that humanity is only able to survive
if one “cared for another” (Gompertz 2009). The art practice in New Art Movement was
mostly concerned with the highlighting of criticism towards injustice and the oppression of
the New Order ruler, as well as offering a remedy through creativity in using braveness to
expose society’s wounds in Indonesia.

The Emergence of Installation Art Practice in Indonesia
My decision to choose installation art as a mode of practice emerged in response to the
historical narrative of installation art practice in Indonesia, which demonstrated that
installation art enabled a discussion of socio-cultural issues in a contemporary art context.
Installation art became a prominent practice during the Indonesian New Art Movement in the
1970s to critique and comment on the social, cultural and political situation during
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Indonesian government’s New Order period 1966-1998 (Wright 1994; Ingham 2007;
36

Supangkat 2010; Turner 2005 ). As mentioned in the earlier paragraph, Joseph Beuys’
37

ideas of social sculpture influenced the artists from the Indonesian New Art movement to
take a stand in society, through practicing installation art (Wright 1994, p208; MiklouhoMaklai 1991, 1998) .
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While the emergence of contemporary art in Western countries departed from the conflict
that regarded modernism as an institution set for controlling the development of art
(Supangkat 2010), the “supremacy of art history and museum” did not exist in Indonesia until
the 1990s (Supangkat 2010, p29) . Thus, the conception of modern art in Indonesia did not
39

come from an established doctrine or formal art institution as in the West. Instead, it aimed
to highlight the importance of ideas and social issues through visual art practice (Supangkat
2010). Hence, the rejection of universalism in the Indonesian New Art Movement did not
focus on the debate between universalist versus pluralist as in the West; instead, this
movement highlighted the important function of art to discuss social issues (Supangkat
2010). This movement critiques the “depoliticization of art” ; and suggests that an artist has
40

a “social responsibility” within art practice (Supangkat 2010, p30-31).
Since the 1960s, the New Order regime under the Suharto’s military government used the
traditional art form as a visual symbol of nationalism (Supangkat 2010; Wright 1994). As a
consequence, this New Order regime splits Indonesian art into “two different streams” of
legitimate art practice; the traditional decorative and formal and the underground art
practice in which art practice engaged with social criticism (Ingham 2010, p82). The
Indonesian New Order regime favored the traditional and decorative arts practice that was
politically neutral. Conversely, the New Order regime threatened the art practices conveying
socio-political criticisms
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(Ingham 2010; Wright 1994). Thus, whilst the Western

postmodern artists used decorative art as a reciprocal act to oppose modernism , the
42

opposite situation was happening in Indonesia. In the Indonesian context, the mainstream art
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Indonesian 32 years military regime during 1966-1998 was ruled by president Soeharto/Suharto.
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“Contemporary Indonesian art is usually seen as beginning in 1975 with the Indonesian New Art
Movement, which again brought social concerns to the forefront of art. These artists used installation, in
particular, as well as performance, to make specific political comments on contemporary events, which
challenged official orthodoxies, particularly concerning exploitative economic development and the
destruction of traditional farming and ways of life.” (Turner 2005, p202).
38

Art historian Astri Wright (1994) also writes that Hardi - an artist who is a member of Indonesian Art
Movement Group participated in the seminar by Joseph Beuys at the Sixth Documenta art event in
Dusseldorf, Germany 1977 (Wright 1994, p208).
39

In Indonesia, the formal ‘art’ institutions did not exist until the mid 1990s (Supangkat 2010).
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All quotes in this thesis are presented as it is, without turning them into Australian English style.
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As stated by painter Djoko Pekik in Vlthcek 2012 (see further section in this chapter).
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In the 1960s-1970s (Auther 2010).
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that was set by the New Order regime was for the use of formal and decorative art forms
(Ingham 2010). This formal and decorative art became a trend that was taught in art school
and had been supported by an expanding art market (Ingham 2010).
The use of traditional and decorative forms in some art practice has been an artists'
response to the intimidation by New Order regime’s threats to depoliticise art practice in
Indonesia (Supangkat 2010). During the New Order era that forced the political situation,
many artists were tempted to draw on Indonesian traditional art forms in order to search for
their art identities (Supangkat 2010). They were often drawing on ancient history and
traditional art practice, as it was recommended by the New Order regime and was therefore
considered politically neutral (Supangkat 2010).
During the New Order era, many artists that received government support were freeing their
artwork from socio-political criticism (Wright 1994). As it used to be relatively free from
social and political criticism, the traditional art and decorative art practice was referred to as
‘official’ or ‘nationalist’ art by the government (Wright 1994; Supangkat 2005; Ingham
2007). On other hand, some other artists who were seeking liberation looked for a creative
practice medium to express their disappointment in the social, economic and political
situation in Indonesia. The artists who voiced social criticism were thus referred to as
‘Indonesian contemporary artists’ during the 1970s-1990s. Indonesian curator Jim
Supangkat discussed the friction between the legitimate art and the underground art,
Supangkat writes:
“The tension between the development of contemporary art and the development of ‘official’
art provides an explanation why contemporary artists have been opposed to the search for
national identity. The contemporary artists believed that the so-called nationalists have no
right to determine Indonesia’s identity. In reality, they are a corrupt, dominant elite group”
(Supangkat 2005, p222)

Supangkat (2005) continues that for these 'underground contemporary' Indonesian artists,
the social identity’ was much more valuable to them. They regarded this ‘social identity’ as the
artists’ basis for the recognition of national identity, instead of drawing on the government's
‘set-up’ “nationalism identity” (p222).
Instead of using formal, traditional or decorative forms, many of the underground Indonesian
contemporary artists chose installation art as a mode of practice that enabled them to
express their socio-cultural and political concerns. The practice of installation art in Indonesia
brought with it discussions around social, political and cultural issues. This explains why
Beuys' idea of social sculpture was attractive to Indonesian artists in the Indonesian New Art
Movement (Miklouho-Maklai 1991, 1998).
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According to critics Caroline Turner (2005) and Susan Ingham (2007) Indonesian art
adopted the practice of installation art from western art, merely ‘Indonesianising’

43

the

content of the artwork. In regard to these opinions, I agree that although the use of
installation art practice as political and social activism tools were inspired by western art,
however, the traditional culture of Indonesia, exemplified in performance and ritual also
contributed to the practice of Indonesian installation art. Thus, Indonesian installation art is
not only ‘Indonesianising’ the content of installation art, but it also forms and brings its own
features that have been shaped by its own characteristics entrenched in a long valuable
cultural history. Writings from art critic Julia Ewington (1995, 1996) and Jason Jones
(2000) explain that the practice of installation art in Indonesia (and South East Asia in
general) is related to eastern traditional art practices such as performance art and rituals.
Similarly, Indonesian art theorist Primadi Tabrani (2003) even asks whether installation art
could be “a contemporary version” of “the ritual art?”(p39). Miklouho-Maklai (1991) writes
that the Indonesian New Art Movement have their own way of incorporating international
precedents with their own ‘Indonesian ideas’ to pursue the ‘New Indonesian Art’. This art
44

“would be ‘living art’ and could include any art form, whether from traditional or folk art or art
that combined elements from different forms” (Miklouho-Maklai 1991, p27). Thus,
installation art practice in the ‘new art’ and contemporary context of Indonesian New Art
Movement will possibly includes their own folk art and traditional practices, such as
indigenous ritual, that differs to the practice of contemporary western art.
Living in a country like Indonesia, in which traditional rituals are widely practiced, I have found
the sacred space in traditional ritual practice has a strong relationship with the basic
principles of art . In connecting traditional art practice and contemporary installation art
45

from Southeast Asia, Ewington (1995, 1996) and Jones (2000) noted that Southeast Asian
traditional art influenced Southeast Asian’s installation art practice. However, neither
Ewington nor Jones focused on Javanese ritual practice. Ewington’s study (1995, 1996) was
focused on the link between Southeast Asian primitive art practice and installation art while
Jones’s research (2000) was discussing the relationship between installation art and
Southeast Asian performance art - such as wayang (Indonesia) and Nang Yai (Thailand). The
gap in Ewington (1995,1996) and Jones (2000) has given me space to explore the
interconnectedness between ritual and installation art through my arts practice and my
thesis. The exploration of interconnectedness between traditional ritual and installation art is
explored in chapter two and three of this thesis, and brings together the discussion of Mitoni
ritual and contemporary art.
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“It has been suggested that Indonesian art adopted ideas such as installation and protest art from
western art, merely Indonesianising the content. But there were critical differences, which were brought
into sharp relief by the reaction of audiences outside Indonesia” (Turner 2005, p206).
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Refer to Dada, Pop Art and Beuys’ Social Sculpture (Miklouho-Maklai 1991, pp26-27).

45

Such as composition, colour, balance and texture. This discussion is explored further in chapter two.
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The use of installation art in Indonesian visual art practice was greater than just absorption
of western artistic influences; instead it “signified a break with modern art” in Indonesia
46

(Supangkat in Ingham 2010, p83). Realising the connection between art and social issues
was a breakthrough for understanding Indonesian art history, as was the development of
Indonesian contemporary art. The practice of installation art in Indonesia signified this
momentum through linking artists with social issues. In summary, practicing installation art in
Indonesia historically became a political bullet to shoot two status quos, firstly of an
oppressive government and secondly of an existing hierarchy of ‘legitimate’ arts practice. In
an Indonesian context, the practice of installation art was aimed to re-claim the politic
function of art in society.

Early Indonesian Installation Art Practice (1970s)
The Indonesian New Art Movement comes with five principles of art practice. Miklouho-Maklai
summarised the Indonesian New Art Movement’s arts practice principles entitled ‘The Five

Lines of Attack of the Indonesian New Art Movement’ (originally titled: Lima Jurus Gerakan
Seni Rupa Baru Indonesia) stated by this group in August 1975 (Miklouho-Maklai 1991,
47
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Which favored painting and sculpture (Ingham 2010).
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Miklouho-Maklai translated these five principles as “The Five Lines of Attack of The Indonesian New
Art Movement: 1. In creating art, banishing as far as possible the images of ‘art’, which have been
accepted up till now. (The Gerakan considers them ‘old art’ (seni rupa lama), that is, art limited only to
the following: painting, sculpture and drawing. In the Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru Indonesia penetration
between the above art forms can give rise to works of art, which cannot be categorized by the above
forms, and are considered legitimate Seni Rupa Baru (‘new art’). In creating works of art, banishing as far
as possible images having the special elements of art, like the elements of painting, drawing, etc. The
totality of art exists in one category, visual elements which can be linked with elements of space,
movement time, etc. Thus, all the activity which can be categorised in Indonesian art, although based on
different aesthetics, for example, that which originates from traditional art, are in this way included in the
concept, considered legitimate as living art. 2. Banishing as far as possible ‘specialist’ attitudes in art
which incline towards developing an ‘elitist language’ based on an attitude of ‘avantegardism’, built on
dan image: that the artist has to hide away in the search for esoteric matters (so that people can’t
understand, because the artist is an aspect of life’s mystery?). As an alternative, believing in the view of
the oneness of humanity because all arise in the same living environment. Believing in actual social
problems as more important issues to be discussed than personal feelings. In this context, a wealth of
ideas or concepts is more important than the skill of a master in working on the elements of form. 3.
Striving for ‘the creative possibilities of art’, in the sense of aiming for harmony of style in Indonesian
art. The flooding of Indonesian art with unlimited new possibilities as a reflection of a ‘searching’
attitude. Opposing from now on all limits to possibility, among others the attitude of ‘cantrikisme’
doctrine (lit, ‘studentism’) in which the style of the teacher is followed by students, who could actually
develop their own style, enriching the possibilities of the ‘style’ of Indonesian art. 4. Striving for the
development of an ‘Indonesian’ art, by giving priority to research into the history of Indonesian New Art,
which originated with Raden Saleh. Studying its periods, seeing critically and keenly the manner of its
development, considering and grouping the developments continuing to the present time. Believing that
in the history of Seni Rupa Baru Indonesia situations comparable to our own can be found which do not
appear in imported books, and can present Indonesian art with questions that can result in valuable
development. Striving for an ideal in which the development of art is based on the writing and theories of
Indonesians, whether critics, historians, or intellectuals. Opposing the sterile opinions of those who say
that art is universal, who make the problems of Indonesian art dependent on the problems of art overseas.

24

p25). One of the principles engaged with the installation art practices, as it states: there is an
elimination “of sharp distinctions between paintings, graphics and sculpture, so artist can
develop new forms” (Indonesian New Art Movement group translated and cited in MiklouhoMaklai 1991, p26). Another main principle is closely engaged with humanity and social
conscience:
“Freeing art from elitist attitudes […] art as an expression of individual feelings was viewed as
an outcome of the elitist attitude […] the problems of society were seen as more important to
express in art than individual feelings. With this aim in mind, concept and ideas were given
more importance than technique” (Miklouho-Maklai 1991, p26)

The other principles of the Indonesia New Art Movement were that they demanded that the
Indonesian artists were to seek openness to the concept of art. Miklouho-Maklai (1991)
summarises that the artist should be redefining their art practice:
“Abandoning the concept of ‘fine art’, which limits the definition of art […] redefining art more
widely so that it equally includes art based on different aesthetic values, like traditional or
ethnic art form” (Miklouho-Maklai 1991, p26)

Reading through these principles of practices stated by the Indonesian New Art Movement, I
found that these principles were also relevant to my own practice-led research, as it brought
installation art together with a socio-cultural dimension, and the value of traditional and
cultural art. The installation art practice in the Indonesian New Art Movement is one of
models that I can use in developing my own creative practice.
One of New Art Movement’s female artists was Siti Adiyati Subangun who created Children’s

Game (1977) and Thongs (1970s). Children’s Game is an installation that explored the
disappearance of Indonesian childhood games. In 'Children’s Game', Subangun arranged
black and white boards, onto which she drew chalk circles. These circles become an icon for
the Indonesian traditional childhood game. Subangun also borrowed crucifixes as the symbol
of ‘death’ (Wright 1994). Through borrowing the form of crucifixes, Subangun not only
presented her concern for socio-cultural issues in Indonesia, but she also showed an early
example of ritual symbolism in installation art as a way of exploring the socio-cultural issue of
Indonesian cultural loss. In another work Thongs (1970s), Subangun introduced the use of
utilitarian objects such as rubber thong sandals as installation objects displayed in the art
gallery. The use of thongs in Subangun’s installation art, challenged the stagnancy and
domination of conventional art medium such as brush and paints in Indonesia. The rubber
thongs in an Indonesian context referred to wong cilik (the grassroot people) who are
honoured as art objects presented in a sacred gallery space through Subangun’s installation.

5. Striving for a more alive art, in the sense of demanding attention, natural, useful, and a living reality
throughout the whole spectrum of society.” (1991, pp113-114)
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Figure 2. Subangun, S.A 1977,

Figure 3. Subangun, S.A 1977, Thongs, thongs and

Children's Game, chalk and board

mixed media.

Indonesian artist F. X. Harsono’s installation Transmigration (1979) also explored social
issues through a depiction of the failure of Transmigrasi (Transmigration) – a New Order
government’s program, which aimed to move the population from urban areas in Indonesia
to rural and remote areas. The tactile quality of the textile in Harsono’s work depicted a
complex failure of the transmigration program and the feelings of the displaced. It highlighted
Harsono’s concern and demonstrated Harsono’s intention to raise awareness of this issue.

Figure 4. Harsono, F.X 1979, Transmigration, Installation, ripped fabric and commercial
crackers.
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Using webbed ripped textile dangled with Indonesian tapioca crackers kerupuk of human-like
48

shapes (Wright 1994), Harsono satirised the victims of this transmigration program.
Harsono saw that these displaced people were as miserable as the innocent Indonesians
who inadvertently consumed the poison of cheap kerupuk crackers due to their innocence. In
fact, both krupuk and transmigration were leaving unfortunate people in a miserable, sick,
severe and desperate condition.

The ‘Situation Art’ by Indonesian New Art Movement (late 1980s)
In the late 1980s, Indonesian New Art Movement developed a new approach to teamwork,
“research, policy, formulation and assembling” for their projects (Miklouho-Maklai 1991,
p103). The artwork is the result of the integration between a thorough research and
teamwork production (Miklouho-Maklai 1991). The Indonesian New Art Movement named
this genre as ‘Situation Art’ (Miklouho-Maklai 1991). In this stage, this group demonstrated
the intention to build discursive creative thinking and making, and also to become aware of
the importance of conducting research in making art. During the late 1980s two situation
art projects emerged. These two projects are ‘The Supermarket Fantasy World’ (Pasaraya

Dunia Fantasi, 1987) and the ‘Silent World’ (1987).

Figure 5. Indonesian New Art Movement 1987, The Supermarket Fantasy World (detail),
bandaged fiberglass sculptures, posters, garments, grocery stuffs.

The Supermarket Fantasy World and The Silent Worlds also enhance the creativity of using
non-conventional art materials such as grocery items, posters, cars, stickers and garments
into installation art practice. The use of real-life “expressionless” soft sculptures with
“powerless” gestures were seeking to express the sense of “alienation and detachment” in
48

Kerupuk is an Indonesian cracker, which is often coloured with a vibrant colour from industrial dyes.
Because the price of kerupuk is remarkably affordable, people who earn a pittance in Indonesia often eat
rice only with kerupuk every day. When people consumed colourful kerupuk, they do not understand the
danger of the chemical contained in kerupuk.
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the space (Miklouho-Maklai 1991, p107). The soft sculptures in these two installations were
made by fiberglass wrapped with bandages and they have no internal and structural frame to
express that “they [the figures] have no power” (Supangkat quoted in Miklouho-Maklai 1991,
p107). These two installations mark the historical acceptance of soft sculptures in Indonesia
contemporary art.
Through choosing the term ‘situation art’, the group demonstrated their focus on the
viewers’ experience and their practice was thus linked to an intention to immerse the
viewers’ experiences both physically as well as psychologically. This differentiated them from
the modernists who were oriented to the artists as the sole subject. The New Art
Movement’s situation art can be linked to Claire Bishop’s argument that installation art
should have an immersive quality when engaging viewers’ physically and psychologically
(2005) and also linked to Rebentisch’s statement that installation art practice required the
third dimension – that is, the viewers’ direct experience . Referring to Bishop (2005) and
49

Rebentisch (2012) I regard the situation art developed by the Indonesian New Art movement
in late 1987 as a form of installation art practice. Situation art was mindful of the viewers’
experiences and accounts for the perspective of viewers.

Figure 6. Indonesian New Art Movement 1987, The Supermarket Fantasy World (detail), bandaged
fibreglass sculptures, car, posters, garments.
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See ‘Aesthetic of Installation Art’ (2012) by Julianne Rebentisch, “Installation shots cannot adequately
reproduce installations because the difference that distinguishes the latter from the picture, the third
dimension is essential to our experience of them” (p17).
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Figure 7. Indonesian New Art Movement 1987, The Silent World (detail), bandaged fibreglass
sculptures, bandaged chairs.

Broadly speaking, the practice of installation art by the Indonesian New Art Movement,
pursued democracy in socio-cultural and political ways through adopting a freedom of
expression and the selection of different mediums in their arts practice, such as the use of
soft sculpture objects. The practice of installation art in Indonesia symbolised artists’
engagement with a sense of ‘social responsibility’ (Supangkat 2010, pp30-31) in their
advocacy for marginalised people or bringing awareness to political negligence in Indonesia.
Beside its significant connection to the history of installation art in Indonesia, my interest in
installation practice was because this practice offered a wider scope of exploration and
conveyed my socio-cultural concerns to the Javanese Mitoni pregnancy ritual and the lurik
cloth. In my view, practicing installation art has become a symbol of my alignment to the
Indonesian New Art Movement, and expresses my intention to glorify their spirit of sociocultural renewal through art. The historic practice of installation in Indonesia provided
evidence that installation art can convey an artists’ conscience to the socio-cultural and
political issues in Indonesia. This conveyance was linked to artist’s creative approaches and
materials in practicing art. In summary, the artistic practice strategy of the New Art
Movement’s installation art in Indonesia is political. Similarly, in the Western context, the
practice of installation art is also considered as political because it offers a democratic space
(Groys 2008).

The

Connectedness:

Social

Consciences,

Emotions

and

Creative Inquiry
Anthropologist Brita L Miklouho-Maklai writes that in the middle of the 1970s, there was a
re-evaluation of the aesthetic value; a distinct art movement had emerged, which formed as
the Indonesian New Art Movement (Miklouho-Maklai 1991). One of the radical thoughts
during this era was the consideration of “the social responsibility of the artist and social
commitment as an identifiable element of aesthetic expression” (Miklouho-Maklai 1991, p1).
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In other words, the social commitment of the artist was honored in contemporary arts
practice and regarded as an expression of the aesthetic. The Indonesian New Art Movement
artist Hardi suggests a “universal humanism” as “an alternative to a creative attitude” (Hardi
quoted in Miklouho-Maklai 1991, p28). Art critic Peter Selz in Paul Von Blum (1976) writes
that humanity doers not automatically come when one is born; instead humanity has to be
“learned and fought for” (Blum 1976, pix). Selz notices:
“ […] often the artist becomes the individual in whom the struggle to maintain or achieve true
humanity manifests itself, the man in revolt against accepted values, the guardian of non
conformity.” (Selz in Blum 1976, pix)

Reading Selz’s statement above, thus opens the possibility that the artist’s work can be
driven by the power of humanity a person has. Selz continues:
“ […] if artists cannot actually transform the social order, they can certainly function to
alleviate man’s alienation. Their work can act as instrument toward a life of greater freedom
and dignity. They can express and give form to social conscience.” (Selz in Blum 1976, pix)

Selz’s statement above gives an insight into the notion that an artist can contribute to a
discussion of socio-cultural issues through responding to these issues in their creative
practice. Through creative form, an artist can facilitate their social conscience and take a
stand in the discussion of socio-cultural issues.

Social Conscience
In defining the artist’s humanity through their response to social issues, I used the term
‘social conscience’50 . The term social conscience is borrowed from art historian Paul Von
Blum’s book ‘The Art of Social Conscience’ (1976). Blum (1976) refers to the ‘the art of
social conscience as – “socially conscious art” (pxi). Blum (1976) defines the art of social
conscience as “art which in its content sheds important critical insights on such broad
concerns as society and its institutions and ethics, and perhaps even more broadly on the
human experience and condition” (p1). Regarding the function of socially conscience art,
Blum emphasises that the artists of social conscience “have not been naïve visionaries who
simplistically assumed that their protest or socially critical art would somehow transform
human society into a higher ethical plane” which positioned socially conscious arts as a
magical vehicle to transform the human society. Instead, the greatest contribution of the
artist of social conscience art is the visual evidence that the artist “refused to be parties to
social misconduct and political oppression” (Blum 1976, p228). Through Blum’s statement, I
noticed that the social conscience of the artist’s work lay in its political statement, which was
interpreted creatively in the practice.
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In regards to the term ‘conscience’ in visual art, critic Caroline Turner also uses the term ‘artist of
consciences’ for artist Dadang Christanto in her essay ‘Dadang Christanto: Measuring the Tears’ (2008,
p21) and ‘Artist of Consciensce for Humanity’ (2011). Dadang Christanto is an Indonesian artist who
resides in Australia; his installations are concerned with human rights, violence, injustice and sociopolitical issues in Indonesia.
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Blum (1976) noticed that some mediums such as ceramics became useful for ‘social
commentary’ within this framework of the art of social conscience. Some works such as The

State Hospital by Edward Kienholz (Figure 9) and Execution (1976) (Figure 8) by George
Segal referred to as “assemblages expanded the boundaries of sculpture” (p226). In that era
of the 1970s the term ‘installation art’ had not yet come into fruition. These sculptured
assemblages were installation art and installation art was political, expressing artist’ social
conscience.

Figure 8. Segal, G 1967, Execution, sculptures,

Figure 9. Kienholz, E 1966, The State Hospital,

panel, The Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver.

sculptures, bunk bed, Moderna Museet, Stockholm.

Blum (1976) also related the use of new artistic materials and approaches by feminist
artists during the early 1970s to artist’s social consciences. He noted that there was a
connection between artistic practice and the female artists’ exploration of their oppressed
condition . Blum expressed his certainty that in the future there would be a continuity of the
51

art of social conscience. He states:
“[…] there will continue to be sensitive men and women who will combine their mastery of
artistic technique with a passionate commitment to social criticism and change […]. History
suggests that the art of social conscience will therefore endure in the future” (Blum 1976,
p228)

The term ‘sensitive’ in Blum’s writing referred to the connection between social consciences
and human emotions. In sum, as long as the human being still has sensitivities, their
emotions will encourage the art of social conscience.
In the area of philosophy, art philosopher Morris Weitz (1964) argues that artists’
expression was related to their emotions. Weitz (1964) writes “anything in art is expressive
[…] if it is construed by some spectator to be a sign of (1) a specific emotion or feeling, (2) an
emotional quality, or (3) something that is a sign of an emotional quality or emotion” (p57).
Blum (1976) wrote: “Feminism has also had an emergent artistic dimension. Women artists have
explored the conditions of their oppression and expressed their hopes for more fulfilling personal and
occupational roles” (p217).
51
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Moreover, Weitz sees art as wholeness that is, separated by neither content nor substance.
According to Weitz: “The content or substance or subject matter or matter in the work of art
is the work itself, the whole thing “ (Weitz 1964, p48). Picking up Weitz’s argument in
connecting artists’ social conscience, to emotions and creative inquiry, I refer to the work of
art as the wholeness content: both the emotions and ideas, representation or expression.
Hence, these elements are inseparable.
An artist’s emotion is itself a very important component in constructing an artwork. Artist
Louise Bourgeois even argued that the main materials of the artworks are not the subjects of
the artist, neither the craft nor the skills that have been used in art making. Instead,
according to Bourgeois “the subject of the artist is emotions and ideas” (Bourgeois in
Newman 2008, online video archive).

Emotions, Collective Consciences, Nationalism and Ritual
Emotions, social conscience and nationalism are discussed in this section as it relates to my
motivation for conducting this practice-led research. With specific regard to the connections
between emotions, conscience, nationalism and ritual, I crossed to the field of anthropology. I
have used anthropologist Don Handelman’s term of “trajectory of emotions” (2007, p123).
Handelman (2007) argues “the connectivity forged by emotions” is:
“ […] felt as organic, growing deep within and among selves, therefore as authentic and true,
and so perhaps primordial. Emotions turns the person inside-out, so that totalizing feelingstates are evident on persons’ exteriors, yet felt interiors, such that it is their interiors that
are totalized together, rather than their exteriors. Therefore collective effervescence is felt as
intimate” (p123).

This trajectory of emotions linked to human’s social conscience and often given through the
process of ritual. Handelman (2007) writes “Ritual generates effervescence, itself crucial to
the strengthening of group boundaries and to the forming of group solidarity through the
arousal and cathection52 of emotion” (p122-123). Through studying anthropologist Emily
Durkheim’s theory of ritual and religion53, Handelman (2007) notices “the idea of (social)
effervescence” is “central to the emotions of nationalism” (p122). In other words, ritual plays
a very important role in generating the effervescence of collective conscience emotions that
constructs the nationalistic feelings of an individual.
Handelman’s argument led me to understand why it was that the experience of the Mitoni
ritual ignited a passion in me to respond to national socio-cultural issues. My emotions were
heightened through ritual, thus it enhancing my sense of nationalism. Nationalism and my
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Cathection came from the word cathect: “to invest with mental or emotional energy” (Merriam-webster
online dictionary accessed 18/07/2013).

53

Handelman mentions Durkheim’s publication ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life’ (2001).
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emotions stimulate an understanding of a social consciousness towards my nation’s social
and cultural issues. This social conscience contributes a dialectical relationship between my
emotions and my arts practice, connecting my creative inquiry with social and cultural
discussions. Growing up as a Javanese Muslim woman in the Javanese culture and
immersed in Javanese syncretism, I regard it as a form of nationalism, the syncretic practice
in human life. My emotional response to nationalism thus influences my view in considering
some socio-cultural issues as ‘the wounds of my society’ over another socio-cultural issues in
Indonesia.

The Wounds
This section explores several socio-cultural issues in Indonesia that threaten the traditional
art practice and the practice of contemporary art. The term ‘wounds’ is used as the
metaphor for these issues. However, every individual has their own perspective in
categorising wounds. Amongst many crucial issues, there are particular issues that have
attracted my attention as these issues are related to the development of creative practice in
Indonesia and the potential loss of my Javanese female ancestor’s narrative. These issues
are: the loss of coherence in the cultural matrix which I saw through the decline of the Mitoni
ritual practice; the bereft condition of the associated lurik home weaving industry; civil art
censorship, and the patriarchal society which is evidenced through the gradual
disappearance of the Javanese woman divinity in the form of Goddess Sri. These sociocultural issues are entangled together and evoke critical discussions. Moreover, the issues
surrounding Mitoni and lurik are very personal and important for me, as I experienced an
intimate connection with my Javanese culture in my own Mitoni pregnancy ritual in 2006,
and I wore a sacred lurik in that Mitoni. These Mitoni and lurik are closely related to the
narrative of my Javanese female ancestor: the Goddess Sri.

The Politicisation of Religion and the Socio-political Change in
Indonesia
The decline of the Mitoni ritual practice was linked to the socio-cultural change in Indonesia
and a societal condition in Java that moved away from the syncretism concept. Following the
tendency of Islamisation (Vatikiotis 1993), other religions have also moved away from the
spirit of syncretism. Regarding the gradual lose of syncretism and its effect, Vatikiotis (1993)
states “prevailing social and economic seemed the only way to explain why a society as
heterogeneous and intrinsically syncretic as Indonesia’s could demonstrate a tendency
towards piety and intolerance” (p135). The fall of New Order ruler also contributed to the
decline of the Mitoni ritual practice, as the New Order’s ruler- Soeharto is a Javanese Muslim
who practiced Javanism (Mydans 2008; Poer 2008; Atmanta 2008). Suharto’s personal
belief in Javanism (Vatiokitis 1993; Mydans 2008; Poer 2008; Atmanta 2008) and his New
Order’s twenty years suppression on extreme Islamic organisations (Vatiokitis 1993, Porter
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2002) contributed to the active practice of Javanism during New Order era and vice versa –
the fall of New Order Government contributed to the decline of Javanism practice post 1998.
However, during the Indonesian New Order regime (1966-1998), the practices of Javanese
rituals were often politicised as one of the nation’s identities by the ruling President Suharto
and his political party (Pemberton 1989). This politicisation of traditional ritual has detached
Javanese ritual from its visual art context, concurrently with Indonesian artist’s reluctance to
work with traditional art forms such as ritual. Traditional Javanese ritual associated with
Suharto and his party (Pemberton 1989) corresponded with the politicisation of traditional
art. The New Order regime also politicised Indonesian art – espescially Javanese traditional
decorative art forms as a legitimate art practice because the traditional art form was seen
safe from socio-political critism by the ruler (Ingham 2007; Supangkat 2010). From this
study, I concluded that the New Order’s politicisation of traditional art forms, gradually
positioned traditional art in opposition to pro-social contemporary Indonesian visual art.
In effect, during the New Order regime, the public censorship of art was controlled by the
military government, and the art that contained socio-cultural criticism was strictly removed
54

from the public. As Indonesian painter Djoko Pekik has stated:
“They [New Order government] arrested all the artists, because the New Order system-the
Suharto regime - destroyed political dissent to the roots.” (Pekik in Vltchek 2012, p202).
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Pekik’s statement relates to art censorship, the artist’s fear of government control and the
paranoia of the New Order government toward art activities that contained socio-cultural and
political issues. While in the New Order era a paranoid military government had carried out
censorship, in the Reformation Era the censorship was carried out by some civic people who
referred to their acts as religious. To summarise, in the Indonesian art world today, the
target of art censorship has shifted. The issue of accusation is no longer directed at the
artworks that contains socio-political issues towards the government, instead it is targeting
artworks that are unsuitable within religious doctrines.
The religious issues are indeed very political in Indonesia. It was seen in the shifting political
strategies of Suharto’s New Order government in the 1990s (Vatikiotis 1993; Porter 2002).
During most of the New Order era, Suharto suppressed hard-line religious organisations,
especially Islam hardliners and extremist organisations, because he saw this organisation as
a threat to his political power (Vatikiotis 1993). Anthropologist Michael R. J. Vatikiotis (1993)
writes; “For most of its twenty-five year rule the New Order Government has demonstrated
more suspicion than trust toward Islam. The military has always been fearful of Islamic
54

Military government refers to the government that was ruled by a leader from the military. Soeharto
was a General prior to his presidency. During the New Order era, Soeharto governed Indonesia with
strong back up from the military department (Vatikiotis 1993). Military action also refers to the ways they
make laws and give punishments.
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Or also known as ‘Soeharto’.
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extremism. Religious extremists and their views were stamped on hard” (p127). Suharto’s
New Order regime was more focused on an intellectual Islamic movement and he wanted to
“breed a generation of Western-trained Islamic scholars” (Vatikiotis 1993, p135). According
to Vatiokiotis (1993) in early the 1990’s Islamic communities had an opportunity to become
less inactive. “Gradually [Islamic community] found it had a voice with which to make demands
of the state. Indeed, there were signs that Indonesia was quietly and in a unique way
becoming Islamicized” due to Suharto’s change of political strategy (p135).
Vatikiotis (1993) wrote that Suharto had a role in this Islamisation as he re-politicised Islam
in Indonesia “as far as his [Suharto] own position was concerned” (p135). Anthropologist
Donald J. Porter (2002) also wrote that after two decades of “de-Islamised” Indonesian
politics (p3). Suharto was to re-politicise Islam, which made Indonesia reach “the phase of
state-Islamic accommodation” during the 1990s (Porter 2002, p3). After the fall of
Suharto’s regime, the collapse of Indonesian social security and the freedom of expression
56

that came from the Indonesian Reformation era changed the socio-cultural condition in
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Indonesia (Vltchek 2012). As a consequence of this freedom, government controls toward
mass and organised activities greatly declined. The loss of government control created a
fertile place for religious fanaticism and the development of religious hardliners and extremist
groups, which had their early settlement during Suharto’s last decade of rule in the 1990’s
(Vltchek 2012; Porter 2002). The conflicts of religion have occurred in many places in
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Indonesia, during the Reformation era. From 1998 to 2012, there were 2,398 violent cases
reported in Indonesia and 65% of these violent cases occurred because of religion conflict
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(Ferri 2012).
As a result, Indonesian society has become a country that more and more is overly
concerned by religion (Vltchek 2012; Ditasari in Vltchek 2012) . However, even though
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religious violence occurred in many places in Indonesia, it may have also been connected to
the fact that weak justice and legal systems (Vlthcek 2012). As scholar Andre Vltchek has
stated: “It is illegal to criticize religion in Indonesia, so whenever religious cadres commit a
crime, it is almost always labelled as ‘thuggery’, or something that is ‘hiding behind religion’ ”
(Vltchek 2012, p186). From my experience living for more than a quarter of a century in
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I borrowed this term from Andre Vltchek (2012).
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An era named for a timeline in 1998-till the present when Indonesia officially broke up with 32 years
New Order military regime (1966-1998).
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For example: Ambon (1999), Poso (1998 and 2000), Mataram (2000), Cikeusik (2011), Sampit (2008),
Sampang (2001).
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This data was obtained from the Indonesian Survey Circle (LSI - Lingkar Survey Indonesia) cited in
Oscar Ferri’s (2012) article from online archive http://news.liputan6.com/read/473517/lsi-dari-2398kasus-kekerasan-65-kasus-agama (accessed 24/4/2013).
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“The Indonesian public is increasingly turning to religion in the wake of the collapse of the social
security net” (Vltchek 2012, p185). Ditasari, former leader of one of the leftwing political parties also
states “[…] Religion has full control over the [Indonesian] society” (Ditasari in Vltchek 2012, p189).
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Indonesia, I agree with Vltchek, His comment is true and conditions have been recently
getting worse. I have discussed the real-life example of a recent situation of politicisation of
religion through using three cases of civil art censorship and art violence in the following
paragraphs.

The Demolishment of Sculpture ‘Tiga Mojang’, Bekasi (2010)

Figure 10. Tiga Mojang Sculpture Demolishment, 2011, Bekasi.

My first example is the demolition of the Indonesian artist Nyoman Nuarta’s sculpture, ‘Tiga

Mojang’ (three young women) in Bekasi city, by the local government (2010). The local Bekasi
government’s decision to remove this sculpture was forced into action by the Islamic Front
Defender (FPI) (Sjafriani 2010; Kabarnet 2010). The sculpture ‘Tiga Mojang’ was attacked by
the FPI because the pose of the women in the sculpture was considered vulgar and offended
a major religious group in the Bekasi area (Sjafriani 2010; Hutabarat 2011). The ‘Tiga
Mojang’ sculpture was also seen as an object that infringed the Islamic Hadith as this
61
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Hadith is the narrative record of the sayings or customs of Muhammad and his companions (Merriam
Webster online dictionary), hadith is accompanying The Koran. Depiction of real-life creatures,
especially animals and humans are highly forbidden (haram) except for children. This regulation is
written on HR.Bukhori 5494 and Muslim 3944, HR.Bukhori 5495; HR.Bukhori 416 and Muslim 822;
HR.Bukhori 5644; HR.Bukhori 5493 and Muslim 3929; HR.Muslim 3945; and HR.Muslim 2073).
However, there is a different belief that drawing real-life creatures of animals and humans are allowed as
long as we do not draw their heads as the centre of ‘life’ is the head, as written in HR.Al-Baghowi on
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sculpture depicts real human figures (KabarNet, 2010; Sjafriani 2010; Hutabarat 2011).
The removal of the Tiga Mojang sculpture was supported by Bekasi’s mass forum of Muslim
anti-apostasy (forum anti pemurtadan) (Muslim 2010, online archive).
Regarding the demolishment of Tiga Mojang sculpture, the Bekasi Indonesian Islam Cleric
Assembly (MUI – Majelis Ulama Islam Indonesia) Secretary, KH Iskandar Gozali (2010)
comments: “The statue was supposed to be dismantled because it hurt the feelings of
Muslims and portrayed the teachings of a particular religion. If you like art please, but not
with a specific intention”
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(Gozali in Muslim 2010, online archive, translated). Bernard Abdul

Kadir, the vice president of the Bekasi Muslim Forum (Forum Umat Islam Bekasi) indicated
that the figure depicted in Tiga Mojang was iconographical of Maria (or Madonna) (Suryanto
2010, online archive). Kadir also saw the three women figures in Tiga Mojang as symbolic of
the Christian Trinity (Suryanto 2010, online archive). Kadir impeached the Tiga Mojang
sculpture as an act toward Christianisation in Bekasi (Suryanto 2010, online archive).
Defending his position by stating that he was a former Missionary (who converted into
Muslim), Kadir argued that he knew exactly the political intention behind the Tiga Mojang
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sculpture (2010). In contrast with Kadir’s accusation, the Tiga Mojang creator, artist
Nyoman Nuarta, stated that the woman figure depicted in Tiga Mojang was not a Madonna
figure nor the symbol of the Trinity, as he never had an interest in religious symbols (Suryanto
2010). Nuarta stated that he had no intention of offending any religions and his creative
approach in making Tiga Mojang was not political (Sjafriani 2010; Suryanto 2010).
The accusation of Tiga Mojang as a ‘vulgar’ sculpture was also vague as the definition of
vulgar is very subjective for each individual. The fact that the removal of Tiga Mojang by the
local government was forced by FPI (Islamic Front Defender) (Sjafriani 2010; Kabarnet
2010) is evidence that the FPI’s, Islam clerics in the Indonesian Council of Ulema (MUI), and
other Islamic groups have the ability to overshadow institutional state power in Indonesia.
Hence, this politicisation of religion also has had a great impact on the contemporary art on
display in Indonesian society. As Islamic Hadith also forbids the depiction of real-life
creatures , thus installing the figurative objects I am constructing in my own work would
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Syarhus Sunnah 12/134, from Abu Abu Hurairah (Fiqh column in Al-Furqon Magazine number. 108,
fifth edition, p33-39, 2010).
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The original text written “patung itu sudah seharusnya dibongkar karena melukai perasaan umat Islam
serta mencitrakan ajaran agama tertentu. Kalau mau seni silahkan, tapi jangan dengan maksud
tertentu,” Gozali (quoted in Nahnu Muslim blog 2010, online archive).
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Kadir (2010) states: “I was a missionary [Christian missionaries] who received guidance and because
of Allah I have now converted to becoming a Muslim, so I know exactly what they are doing”
“(translation from original text: Dulu saya misionaris (penyebar agama Kristen) yang mendapat hidayah
dan atas kehendak Allah kini menjadi muallaf hingga tahu persis apa yang mereka lakukan”) (Kadir in
Suryanto 2010, online archive).
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Human and animal
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create very problematic issues as the current Indonesian society has become oversensitive
and overtly concerned with religion.

Figure 11. Mass Demolishes Tiga Mojang Sculpture, 2011, Bekasi.

The Removal of Installation ‘Pinkswing Park’, Jakarta (2005)
Earlier in 2005, the Jakarta CP biennale also faced the critical issue of art censorship.
Curator Jim Supangkat, the director of the CP biennale, was forced to discontinue the art
biennale program after ‘Pinkswing Park’ an installation by Indonesian artists Davy Linggar and
Agus Suwage, received protests. The director was forced to remove the work from the
biennale venue pressured by a strike of five hundreds FPI (Islamic Front Defender) members
and their supporters (Wiyanto 2005). The CP Biennale has been bullied by the FPI (Ingham
2005). The Pinkswing Park installation was seen to have pornographic content and
according to FPI - it depicted Adam and Eve - a story that is offensive in Islam (Bianpoen
2009). In Pinkswing Park installation (2005), there was a photograph of two-models: a
woman and a man both posed naked (but their genitalia areas were censored). The
background in the photograph is forest, but it was misunderstood by FPI as the ‘paradise’ of
Adam and Eve – the Garden of Eden. The original intention of Pinkswing Park was to depict
freedom in a liminal urban space (which related to the CP Biennale’s theme of
urban/culture) and was overshadowed by FPI’s demonstration and accusation of
pornographic content. The public interest in this issue is very high because the naked male
model in this installation art is a very famous Indonesian soap opera actor.
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Figure 12. Suwage, A and Linggar, D 2005, Pinkswing Park Installation (detail), photographs, becak
pedi cab, Jakarta.

Supangkat, Davy Linggar, Agus Suwage and the two models that were involved in the

Pinkswing Park installation were also reported to the police by FPI (Wiyanto 2005). In his
interview with curator Hendro Wiyanto (2005), Supangkat commented that the removal of
the Pinkswing Park due to FPI pressure could be misleading and a misunderstanding that
there was a ‘war’ between arts versus Islam. In fact, the precise way to analyse this
Pinkswing Park issue is not as simple, extreme and naïve as that.
Instead of seeing this intolerance issue as a ‘war’ between art and Islam, Supangkat
considered that this issue demonstrated the impact of the ‘civilizations clashing’ (Supangkat
in Wiyanto 2005), Supangkat stated:
“I don’t think that the FPI represents the majority of the Muslims” even though “the principles
they defend can never be denied by Muslims. But applying their protests to the field of art protests that lie beyond the platform of art and the problems of the modern world - can only
lead us to reaching the wrong conclusions.” (Supangkat cited in Wiyanto 2005, online archive).

Supangkat worried that a wrong conclusion on positioning Islam versus art regarding this
censorship, would also lead to Western viewers’ misunderstanding this issue. Supangkat
rhetorically asks,
“Can people of the Western world understand this to be an incident that could only take place
as the result of civilizations clashing?” (Supangkat in Wiyanto 2005, online archive)65

Supangkat’s statement in regard to civilisation clashing corresponded to Vatikiotis’s writing
about the relationship between the loss of syncretism, the Indonesian social and economic
changes and intolerance. Hence, I also agree with Supangkat that the conflict between art
65

I use this quotation without changing the original text.
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and Muslim hardliners was precisely about the strategies in national politics. Referring to the
Indonesian political background that I explored in earlier paragraphs of this section, I
emphasised that both artists and the subject of public art vandalism were the victims of
major political party plays in Indonesia. Hence, because of this complex entanglement
between politics and religion, it was problematic to declare that art censorship should solely
be blamed on Islamic growth in Indonesia. Instead, the act of art censorship [in the name of
religion] was a socio-cultural effect that was constructed by long and complex social welfare
struggles in Indonesia. The Tiga Mojang and CP biennale censorships also confirmed Veltchk
notes about Indonesia mentioned earlier in this section, that the government failed to
66

protect artists’ freedom of expression when the cases were related to religious issue.

The Demolishment of Wayang Heroes Statues, Purwakarta (2011)
For me, the most interesting case relating to art censorship and religious intolerance in
Indonesia was the demolition of Purwakarta’s wayang statues in 2011. In Purwakarta, West
Java, 2011 several statues that depicted wayang heroes from Javanese epic stories were
67

beheaded and demolished by people who labeled themselves as fundamental Muslims .
68

These people blamed the local Purwakarta government for opposing Islamic norms toward
figurative visualisation (Mulyadi 2011).

Figure 13. The Demolished Gatotkaca Wayang Statue, 2011, Purwakarta.
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“It is illegal to criticize religion in Indonesia, so whenever religious cadres commit a crime, it is almost
always labeled as ‘thuggery’, or something that is ‘hiding behind religion’” (Vltchek 2012, p186).
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Wayang is an Indonesian traditional puppet.
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The Islamic People’s Forum or Forum Umat Islam (FUI) opposed the statues project, but it is unknown
whether FUI is responsible for this act of vandalism (Krisna 2011).
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The offenders made the accusation that

wayang statues were an adoption of
animism and paganism belief - which
contests Islamic perspective (Mulyadi
2011; Krisna 2011). These offenders
feared that the public would worship these
wayang statues because the statues
depict realistic-figurative forms, which are
forbidden in Hadith
Figure 14. The Vandalism Act to Wayang Statue
2011, Purwakarta.

Purwakarta’s wayang statue destruction
reflected the more complex socio-cultural
issues as these offenders opposed their
roots, their own traditional Javanese art
form - the art form that developed in their
own land through a long cultural history. This

wayang demolishment is an ironic paradox,
because historically in the past, the art of
wayang theatre, including their folk stories
was utilised by Javanese Muslim proselytes
to spread Islam religion in Java (Irvine
Figure 15. Mass Violence to Wayang Statue in
2005).
Purwakarta, 2011

Art censorships reflected the socio-cultural and political conditions in Indonesia and impacted
on the arts practice in Indonesian society and the display of art. However, I recognised that
the above cases of art censorship, art vandalism and the change of visualisation toward
figurative art forms were not solely based on the conflict between religions versus art.
Instead, I regard these art censorship and vandalism as an impact of an internal battle of
nation political power.

The Decline of Mitoni Ritual Practice
Tracking back to the 1980s, anthropologist Koentjaraningrat (1987) wrote that the Mitoni
ritual had become more secular in Java, and that it was slowly disappearing. According to
Koentjaraningrat (1985) since the advent of Islamic modernism (1910 onward), there was a
further decline in the practice of Mitoni rituals (Koentjaraningrat 1985). I witnessed a
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decrease of Javanese ritual practiced and some changes to the Javanese ceremonies

69

during 2000-2013. For me, the declining numbers of Mitoni ritual performance and lurik
70

cloth production is a sign of Javanese people’s reluctance to commemorate tradition and
celebrate their relationship with their ancestors.
During my research, I found that the two biggest
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Muslim organisations in Indonesia:

Muhammadiyah and Nahdathul Ulama, counselled their members to avoid Mitoni ritual
practice. In a blog associated with Muhammadiyah, Mitoni ritual was referred to as a crisis of
the modern Islamic generation (Sugiyanta 2011). Muhammadiyah understood Mitoni as a
‘newly invented’ (Indonesian: perkara baru) activity and supported their argument with
sections from the Hadith and Surah in Koran . Similarly, Nahdatul Ulama advised their
members to avoid the practice of Mitoni ritual through their ‘Question and Answer’
organisation’s book . From these facts, I concluded that one of the reasons for the decline of
Mitoni practice was due to the above doctrines. There was even some evidence that the
reluctance of Muslims to adopt the Mitoni ritual is because the Mitoni ritual is inspired by the
Hindu Garba Wedana pregnancy ritual . In fact, Garba Wedana has remarkably similar
72
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74
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As an example: the rituals of a wedding ceremony are still conducted, but the practices are not exactly
the same as in the past. Some parts of the sequences have been dismissed because they are no longer
considered as an essential component anymore.
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Information has been gathered from the ritual facilitator in Mitoni and weavers in the lurik weaving site
(2011).
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According to Islamic Scholar Achmad Najib Burhani (2013), the members of Nahdathul Ulama are
40% of Indonesian population, while 7.9% or 4.5% of the Indonesian population are Muhammadiyah,
(Burhani in Muthohirin 2013). These percentages show that both organisations are major Islamic
organisations in Indonesia.
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The 7th month pregnancy ceremony, such as Mitoni never happened in Islam, thus it is understood as
‘newly invented’ (perkara baru). In the Islamic religion, all newly invented [in religion] is named bid’ah
(innovation in practice without precedent of the Koran), and every bid’ah is leading to lost religion.
Rasulullah Shallallahu 'alaihi wa sallam said: "Avoid anything newly invented [in religion], because
anything newly invented (in religion) is bid’ah and every bid’ah is lost practice to religion". (HR Abu
Dawud, no. 4607; Tarmidzi, 2676; Ad Darimi; Ahmad; and others from Al ‘Irbadh bin Sariyah. If the
ritual came with the faith that it would bring safety, and the opposite, if we do not do it, then it leads to
disaster. This kind of faith is polytheistic (musyrik). Because safety and disaster are only in the hand of
Allah Subhanahu wa Ta’ala. Allah says: "Do you worship besides Allah that which holds for you no
[power of] harm or benefit while it is Allah who is the Hearing, the Knowing?”(QS Al Maidah 5:76)
(Sugiyanta 2011). I have translated these quotes.
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There is a question regarding the Mitoni ritual in this compilation book of questions and answers. This
question is raised by anonym: “How does the law for throwing a water-pitcher for the 7th month of
pregnancy ceremony and going home reciting Sholawat [praying to respect the holy prophet] together
with the hope that the childbirth will be easier. Is it haram because it is wasting money?” “Answer: Yes,
this act is haram [legally forbidden in Islamic law) because it is included as an act of tabdzir [wasting
money] ” (Masyhuri 2004, p58). I have translated these quotes.
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As seen through various Indonesian blogs, such as in:
http://hijrahdarisyirikdanbidah.blogspot.com.au/2010/06/apakah-3-bulanan-telonan-7-bulanan.html
http://pcmdekso.blogspot.com.au/2011/06/selamatan-tujuh-bulanan-untuk-kehamilan.html;
http://ll146.blogspot.com.au/2010/10/sejarah-mitoni.html;
http://bahterailmu.wordpress.com/2011/06/24/perayaan-tujuh-bulan-kehamilan-islamikah/;
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activities with Mitoni, and it is a Hindu-Balinese pregnancy ritual (Sidharta, Tjok and Atmaja
2001, p46).
The conclusion is that the Mitoni ritual related [only] to the Hindu religion is misleading as

Mitoni is considered as a part of Javanism (Javanese: Kejawen) - a practice that originated as
a syncretism concept (Geertz, 1960). Wright (1994) notes that Javanism was often
mistakenly referred to as a ‘Hindu-Javanese’ belief, while in fact; Javanism was constructed
by syncretism that is “the combining elements from different religions or cultures” (p79) .
Anthropologist Koentjaraningrat (1975) described the syncretism in Javanese culture as a
combination of Brahmanic Hinduism, Tantric Shaivism, Buddhist Mahayana and Sufi Islam.
Thus, following the analogy of Mitoni as a Javanism practice that was based on a syncretism
concept, the practice of Mitoni ritual could be perceived as an understanding across
religions . This understanding of syncretism in Javanism explains why the Mitoni ritual has
been widely practiced by Javanese people regardless of their religion (Newland 2001) .
Hence, Wright (1994) also states that Javanism is a “cultural matrix” which is widely
practiced by many Javanese artists regardless of their religion78 (Wright 1994, p91).
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Through referencing the Mitoni ritual in my installation art practice, I intended to
commemorate the harmony in this syncretism. For me, the syncretism is a symbol of the
merging of boundaries and differences. As during the Reformation some public art has been
79

vandalised in the name of religion. I recalled the spirit of Javanese syncretism, and I
attempted to raise the audiences’ awareness of these socio-cultural changes in Indonesia. As
installation has been regarded as an art practice that dismisses art disciplines and medium
boundaries (Bishop 2005; Rebenstisch 2012; Suderburg 2000), choosing installation art
was a suitable metaphor for me to commemorate this syncretism spirit. The syncretism
inspired my approach in activating the space of my installation. Further details of the Mitoni
ritual, its sacred space construction and how it is cited and referenced into my practice-led
research installation is discussed in the following chapter of this thesis.

http://faisalchoir.blogspot.com.au/2011/06/tradisi-masyarakat-islam-yang-bersumber.html (all accessed in
12/3/2013).
75

Art historian Astri Wright (1994) also explains that Javanism refers to the pre-Islamic era – that believe
“all aspects of existence, seen and unseen-angels, ghosts, and spirits-can be experienced directly” (Wright
1994, p79).
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I raised this statement based on my observation of the Mitoni ritual 2000-2011, and my personal
communication with my ritual facilitator (2011).
77

Newland (2001) used the term Tingkeban instead of Mitoni, but both terms have the same meaning (see
chapter two).
78

Wright (1994) mentions “ Muslims, Protestans or Catholics” in this case (1994, p91).
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The era from the year 1998 onward, post the downfall of the 32-year authority of former Indonesian
president Soeharto - ruler of the New Order government (1966-1998).
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Historically, lurik was the first ethnic traditional cloth that was proudly promoted by the
Central Java district government as an example of an “indigenous weaving industry” in Pasar

Malam fashion show - the first Indonesian fashion show held in Semarang, Central Java,
1935 (Locher-Scholten 2003, p44). This potential loss of the lurik tradition, would eventually
lead to a gap in the vital knowledge of cultural values of Javanese textile heritage. The lack of
references about lurik cloth in scholarly publications has also made this lurik cloth much less
popular then batik, even on Java - their own place of origin (Wright 1994; Djoemena 2000;
Heringa 2010).
While batik is widely explored, inspired, cited and practiced by many Indonesian artists , I only
80

found a mention of lurik as artistic inspiration in the work of the Indonesian painter Djoko
Pekik. Lurik cloth has supported Pekik’s family life for sixteen years as his family sells lurik to
support their life (Wright 1994). According to Wright (1994) Pekik’s painting is “strong, dark
and simple” which has a parallel “aesthetic expression” with lurik cloth (Wright 1994, p198).
Pekik even mentions the lurik Liwatan cloth of Mitoni ritual and prayer on lurik Liwatan cloth
during his interview with Wright to emphasise the importance of lurik in his life and Javanese
life (1994, p198). Wright translated the name of lurik pattern ‘Liwatan’ literally means to
‘pass me by’, “Did you know that the various combinations of stripes and colours all have
specific meanings? Like this one with a stripe down the middle, named ‘pass me by’ […] this
cloth is considered powerful and protective enough to make misfortune pass this child by”
(Pekik quoted in Wright 1994, p198). Pekik’s paintings mostly contain socio-cultural and
political issues (Wright 1994). Pekik has been jailed by the New Order regime for more than
ten years because of his involvement in LEKRA, an art group under PKI - a political
communist party who opposed New Order government in the 1960s.

By telling the narratives of lurik cloth and utilising lurik cloth in my installation art, I have
attempted to preserve this lurik cloth. I have also written of my respect and to honour the

lurik weavers in Java. I have brought and utilised these authentic lurik cloths thousands of
miles away from Cawasan village, Central Java to Australia to connect audiences with
women’s prayers that lie within these handmade lurik cloths. Utilising lurik cloths in my
installation art, I also intended to evoke the audiences’ awareness and sympathy concerning
severe condition of this lurik tradition. The brief discussion about lurik, the symbols, the
prayers in lurik, and its relation with Mitoni ritual as well as my practice-led research
installation space, is discussed further in the second chapters of this thesis.
81
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For example, in the works of painters Agus Ismoyo, Nia Fliam, Tulus Warsito, Dewa Putu Taman,
Mochtar Apin (Wright 1994) and in the works of textile artists Tiarma Sirait (on her series of Harajuku
Batik (2005) and Transformer and Transporter (2011).
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The brief explanation about prayers in lurik is written in the chapter two.
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Conclusion
From studies undertaken in this chapter, it can be concluded that the use of installation art
as a political and social activism vehicle by Indonesian New Art Movement in Indonesia is
influenced by Joseph Beuys’s social sculpture. However, the content and form of the
installations have been indigenised and Indonesianised in order to capture Indonesian local
82
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social, cultural and political issues in installation art practice. Both Beuys’ social sculptures
and works from the Indonesian New Art Movement highlighted that the aesthetic value of art
could not be separated from an artistic approach. In terms of the Indonesian New Art
Movement, the term aesthetic includes social concerns and the humanities of the artists.
The humanistic concerns of the artists for social issues are known as a form of social
conscience (Blum 1976). This social conscience is closely related to an artist’s emotions and
enhances their approach to address creative inquiries. The social conscience and emotion of
the human is also related to one’s nationalism. The practice of installation art became
political if the artist tried to convey their social conscience to respond to issues in their
society or nation. Through exploring socio-political conditions and the arts practice, the
connection between contemporary arts practice with social, political and cultural dimensions
of the society in Indonesia has been drawn.
The socio-cultural wounds are explored from my perspective as a Javanese female artist.
Through my installation, I am speaking for both myself and on behalf of Indonesian traditional
Javanese women’s ritual and the female craft people in the lurik home weaving industry. I
intend to express my worries and my discomfort and I attempt to expose my society’s
wounds to the viewers. Through installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ (2013),
I also intend to express my standpoint as a Javanese female artist who is questioning recent
socio-cultural conditions in Indonesia. In the following chapters Two and Three, I explore the
way I have drawn insights from the Javanese Mitoni pregnancy ritual and the lurik cloths as
artistic references and political materials to stitch together the ethnographic narratives of
ritual, textile and the Javanese female ancestor of the Goddess Sri in response to the sociocultural issues in Indonesia.
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The term ‘indigenised’ is borrowed from Astri Wright (1994).
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Following Turner’s term of ‘Indonesianising’ (2005).
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Chapter Two
Referencing Mitoni Ritual and Lurik Cloths

This chapter explores how the Mitoni ritual and its associated myths, mythological narratives
and folktales have been used to link my installation art practice to socio-cultural issues. I have
chosen the Javanese Mitoni pregnancy ritual as a main reference point for my installation
practice for two reasons: firstly, I was emotionally affected by my personal experience of the

Mitoni ritual during my first pregnancy in 2006; and secondly, the Mitoni ritual has rich
cultural features and narratives for articulating personal and social dimensions. The Mitoni
ritual emerged from the practice of Javanism, adopting principles of syncretism
(Koentjaraningrat 1975; Geertz 1960), thus people with any religion can conduct and
participate in the Mitoni ritual. The inclusivity of syncretism in this Mitoni ritual has inspired
me to create my installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ (2013) as a way of
responding to the changes in society and culture of my country, Indonesia. Through
participating, observing, researching, referencing the traditional Javanese Mitoni ritual and
connecting these studies into my installation, I sought an expression of unity in my artwork. I
wanted to convey a sense of cultural and religious unity using the Mitoni ritual in my arts
practice as a response to the acts of vandalism that had come from religious conflicts. I
regarded the Mitoni ritual - a syncretic practice that was inherited from the Javanese
ancestors as a pleasing metaphor towards the act of mending socio-cultural issues in
Indonesia.
Mitoni ritual is a Javanese traditional ritual that is conducted for a woman in her seventh
month pregnancy. It is a ceremonial celebration that wishes for a safe labor. Mitoni is only
conducted when a woman is pregnant with the first child. The ceremony of the Mitoni ritual is
usually conducted in the innermost room or garden of the house. The Mitoni ritual is divided
into five main segments, starting with an act of sungkeman – asking for a blessing from the
parents, siraman - holy bathing, a ceremonial act of breaking water pitcher, splitting coconuts
and cutting yarn or coconut leaves - which symbolises the breaking of obstacles, the
distinctive act of wrapping seven pairs of traditional Javanese cloths including lurik cloths; and
the last one is a segment where husband and wife pretend to sell the sour and sweet dishes
(Pringgawidagda 2003). These segments symbolised the prayers and the hopes of the family
for a healthy, safe delivery. In the Mitoni ritual, lurik cloths are considered to be a sacred
medium that will enhance the prayer.
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My direct participation in the Mitoni ritual in my first pregnancy in 2006 established a special
connection for me with this traditional ritual. According to historian Catherine M. Bell: “It is
ritual participation that invests the sacred with emotional meaning” (Bell 1997, p75). Using
this premise I created a link between traditional ritual and installation art (Ewington
1995,1996; Jones 2000) and extended the function of the power of art and ceremonies
(Dewey 1934). I focused on the Mitoni ritual as a source of artistic reference for my practiceled research in developing my installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ (2013).

Fieldwork
In this study, I conducted three fieldwork activities to explore Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths. I
engaged in participation observation through a reflection on my own participation in the

Mitoni ritual (2006), I interviewed a ritual facilitator at Semarang Central Java, Indonesia
(2011) and I visited a lurik home weaving workshop at the Cawas village, Central Java to
observe the lurik home industry site and to interview weavers on the site (2011). The
interview with ritual facilitator Mrs Setyasih was conducted in 25th April 2011 at her home
in Semarang, while the interviews with lurik weavers Mrs Lestari and her assistant was
conducted on the 28th April at her lurik workshop site at Cawas village, Central Java. The
interviews were conducted with approval from the Human Research Ethics committee, the
Ethics Unit, Research Services Office at the University of Wollongong in 7th April 2011. Mrs
Setyasih is a Javanese traditional ritual facilitator who has more than 20 years experience in
her field, she was also the ritual facilitator of my Mitoni in 2006. Mrs Lestari is a native
residence of Cawas village, she developed her skill as a lurik weaver from the age of seven
and she has been running her lurik home production for more than fourteen years. In the
same day of my visit to Cawasan, I stop by to Klewer market – the biggest traditional cloth
market in Solo - a city nearby. This visit to Klewer was to observe the representation of lurik
cloth in the stalls at the closest main market. This section below begins with a reflection on
my Mitoni ritual (2006), followed by interview with ritual facilitator and fieldwork at lurik home
production site at Cawas village.

My Mitoni Ritual: A Participant Observation
My deep encounter with the Javanese Mitoni pregnancy ritual occurred in April 2006, when I
became pregnant with my first son. My family, especially my mother and my mother-in-law
strongly encouraged me to conduct the Mitoni ritual. They were worried about my first
pregnancy and insisted that I conduct the Mitoni ritual for the sake of my own and my baby’s
safety. At that time, my family believed that conducting the Mitoni ritual could protect my
84

pregnancy from bad luck and obstacles. The Mitoni ritual was an important experience for
me and has inspired me since.
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In March 2013, conditions are different, my family avoids ethnical Javanese rituals and practicing
Javanism, instead they prefer to strictly follow our religious rituals.
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Figure 16. My family and I in My Mitoni Ritual, Figure 17. A Picture with My Friends in My
2006, Semarang.

Mitoni Ritual, 2006, Semarang.

Mitoni ritual is also known as Tingkeban a sacred ceremony that is held in Javanese society,
to celebrate the seventh month of pregnancy for the first child (Geertz 1960;
Koentjaraningrat 1985; Pringgawidagda 2003). The word ‘Mitoni’ is derived from the word
pitu, a Javanese word for seven. Pitu or number seven is considered as the lucky number for
pregnant women, as the word pitu in Java language is associated with the Javanese word
‘Pitulungan’, which means ‘help’ (Pringgawidagda 2003; Utomo 2005). In Mitoni, the
pregnant woman wraps her body seven times with traditional cloths. There are three types of
traditional cloths worn by pregnant woman: the batik cloths, the lurik cloths and the tie-dye
cloths. However, the lurik cloths are those that are regarded as the most sacred in the
Mitoni ritual (Setyasih 2011; Djoemena 2000).
Ceremonies and rituals play a very important role in the life of Javanese society (Beatty
1996; Geertz 1960; Koentjaraningrat 1985; Fischer 1994). Indonesian historian Isna
Herawati (2007) writes that through the Mitoni ritual, human beings can express their ideas
via symbolic activities. The Mitoni ritual is considered to be a ceremony of protection because
in the past, many women in Javanese society had premature deliveries when they reached
the seventh month of pregnancy (Pranoto et al 2009). The Mitoni ritual and the word ‘pitu’
(Javanese: seven) is also associated with the number of the traditional Javanese cloths worn
in the Mitoni ceremony. Amongst all cloths that were used in the Mitoni ceremony, a set of

lurik cloths was considered as the core element of the Mitoni ritual (Djoemena 2000)
confirmed by Setyasih, a Javanese ritual facilitator (2011) and Lestari, a senior lurik weaver
(2011). Lurik is a term that refers to the Javanese traditional woven stripped cloths (Robson
and Wibisono 2002). Women play important role in inviting guests, preparing, decorating
and making equipment supplies for Javanese rituals, especially for the Mitoni ritual. In the
Mitoni ritual, women’s prayers are transformed into visual and physical forms such as foods,
offerings, traditional cloths and flowers arrangements. My personal experience as a
performer in a Mitoni ritual (2006) strengthens my understanding, as does the suggestion of
the prayers that lie within the visual and physical forms in the space.
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Figure 18. My Mitoni Ritual,

Figure 19. My Mitoni Ritual,

Brojolan segment, 2006, Semarang.

Siraman segment, 2006, Semarang.

I still remember the feeling when my pregnant belly was
carefully wrapped in the layered traditional Javanese cloths in
this ritual. I felt much cared for, protected and surrounded by
my family and friends at that time. As I remember, the Mitoni
ritual was artistically very pleasing. It involved the wrapping of
sixteen traditional Javanese cloths, and colorful flowers,
which were beautifully arranged as part of the ceremony.
There were prayers embodied in all aspect and elements in
the Mitoni ritual, and how that ritual was set and conducted
actually led me to believe that the prayers chanted would
eventually come true.
Figure 20. My Mitoni Ritual,
Nyamping

segment,

2006,

Semarang.

My moving to Australia in 2010 deepened my interest in the Mitoni pregnancy ritual. I
remembered doing the Mitoni ritual and it was a memory that I could visit anytime when I
missed my country, and my family. It was one way I could remind myself that I am a ‘real’
Javanese woman. Through reviving the memory that I have, I am preserving the tradition that
my ancestors have created. Personal experience as a participant and life as insider is an
extremely valuable source of research (Adler & Adler 1987 in Jorgensen 1989). My position
of being an insider and an outsider contributed to a dialectical conversation in discussing this

Mitoni ritual. It helped me connect with my creative arts research.
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During my childhood, I saw my mother making offerings almost every week . It was
85

interesting to observe how she transformed everyday materials like flowers, fruits, cloths and
foods into sacred materials in rituals. I was also exposed to the Javanese funeral rituals since
I was a child, witnessing families and friends cover the corpses with traditional Javanese
cloth. Observing and experiencing Javanese rituals changed my view of seeing traditional
textiles as just regular textiles. From experiencing Javanese rituals, I learnt that the materials
and space were transformed into the sacred through the practice of ritual.
Responding to Bell’s previous statement , I discovered that experiencing traditional ritual, as
86

a Javanese performer gave me a lived-in and an intimate encounter of the ritual. As argued
by Bell (1997), through reclaiming rituals that were experienced or practiced by women, the
women could own it, make sense of it, and gain authority over their experience. Regarding the
relevance between ritual and human experience, anthropologist David Kertzer, states: “Ritual
action is repetitive and, therefore, often redundant, but these very [repetitive] factors serve
as important means of channeling emotion, guiding cognition, and organizing social groups.”
(Kertzer cited in Adan 2006, p7). This ritual experience brought me a sense of belonging in
my Javanese society and channeling my emotional relationship to my Javanese ancestors.

Figure 21. My Mitoni Ritual, Siraman (Holy Bath) Figure 22. My Mitoni Ritual, Sungkeman
segment, 2006, Semarang.

(Asking parent’s bless) segment, 2006,
Semarang.
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She spared some fruit, flower, water, and traditional foods and arranged it in beautiful bamboo trays.
She put it underneath our bed or in the corner of our house; she devoted the offerings to God and our
ancestors. Sometimes I noticed that she hung flowers or a tiny bag of yellow rice on the doorframe of our
house. She claimed that these offerings dedicated to our family’s guardian angels. Now, my mother
refused to make any offerings due to her commitment to practice our religion strictly.
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“It is ritual participation that invests the sacred with emotional meaning” (Bell 1997, p75).
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Interview: A Meeting with My Mitoni Ritual Facilitator (2011)
When I traveled back to Indonesia for field research in April 2011, my family and some
friends expressed the opinion that traditional Javanese rituals were no longer pivotal events .
87

25 April 2011, I conducted a field trip to Semarang, Central Java, Indonesia. Semarang is
th

the city where I was born and raised, the city where my family held my Mitoni ritual for my
first pregnancy in 2006. I went to Semarang to meet Mrs Setyasih (58 years old) - the
Javanese ritual facilitator of my Mitoni in 2006. Mrs Setyasih is a Javanese Muslim woman,
a make-up artist, a Javanese ritual facilitator as well as the neighbour of my in-law family.
Since the 1990s, my mother in-law always used her services for preparing many Javanese
rituals and family ceremonial events. Mrs Setyasih has practiced as Javanese ritual facilitator
for more than twenty years. She often gets opportunities to conduct the Mitoni from clients
who use her make-up service for their weddings.
The term ‘ritual facilitator’ is used in this thesis to replace the Javanese term ‘dukun’
(shaman), the name used for the woman who performs Javanese rituals. In the current
Indonesian context, I regard the term ‘dukun’ (shaman) as a bit offensive as it mostly refers to
magical spirits and spiritual practices outside religious activities instead of referring to a
professional provider of specific services. With consideration of the current sensitive religious
situation in Javanese and Indonesian society currently, I prefer to use the more professional
and technical term of ‘ritual facilitator’.

Figure 23. Unknown folk artist, illustration of the Javanese Shaman and the Pregnant Woman in the
Mitoni Ritual in the past, a photograph of painting, online archive.

When I told to my family, friends and colleagues that I was doing my research in traditional Javanese
rituals, some family members and friends were incredulous. Some of them even questioned the
importance of the research. Some of my friends who are fanatic Muslims, advised me to seek another
topic, since they considered the Mitoni ritual as ‘bidah’ - a loss of [Islam] religion practice. I was quite
surprised to witness the rapid changes that are occurring in my society. Six years ago, in 2006 when I
conducted my Mitoni ritual, those changes and negative comments were not there.
87
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The ritual facilitator for wedding rituals and ceremonies is always a middle aged or an elder
Javanese woman who had been trained for many years. They were trained in a seminar and
88

interned as assistants for a senior ritual facilitator for years before they could legitimately
work as a Javanese ritual facilitator (Setyasih 2011). There was also a handbook for
conducting Javanese rituals, produced by members of the Javanese keraton palaces in
Yogyakarta and Solo. Ritual facilitators were expected to have good personalities, good
marital relationships and family backgrounds, as they became a role model for their clients,
and were believed to bring good luck to the participant or performer of the ritual.
A ritual facilitator led the ritual and directs the ceremony. She had the plot, rules and the
whole detailed plans for the ritual that had to be followed by the participants and the
participants’ family. Nowadays, many ritual facilitators have started their careers as
Javanese traditional make-up artists.
Mrs Setyasih used to conduct Mitoni ritual around two to four times annually, but nowadays
the numbers of Mitoni ritual practices have sharply declined (Setyasih 2011). The practice of

Mitoni is declining because people chose to pray according their own religion instead of
conducting the Mitoni ritual. A strict commitment to religion and a lack of funding contributes
the decline of Mitoni ritual practice (Setyasih 2011). Nowadays, instead of conducting the
Mitoni ritual for her pregnancy, a Javanese Muslim woman usually chooses to conduct
pengajian (Holy Koran recitation) led by an ustadzah (woman Islamic cleric) as her pregnancy
ritual (Setyasih 2011). According to Mrs Setyasih, there is neither a history nor tradition of
the Mitoni ritual in Islam. Traditional Islamic ritual for pregnancy usually performed by
conducting a Holy Koran recitation for the fourth month of the pregnancy (Setyasih 2011).
According to Mrs Setyasih, many people believed in the myths of protection and safety in the

Mitoni, but she admitted that she did not believe that there was any sacred and mythical
power that lay in the Mitoni. She believed in the supreme power of Allah (God). For Mrs
Setyasih, the Mitoni’s significance was cultural from Yogyakarta and Solo’s keraton (palace)
tradition, which had to be respected, and was passed down from one generation to another.
Mrs Setyasih added that the Mitoni ritual was important as it referenced Javanese culture
and philosophy. Many words of wisdom about human life were conveyed in the narratives of
the Mitoni ritual (Setyasih 2011). The prayers symbolised through the equipment and
materials used in the Mitoni (Setyasih 2011). The most important role of the Mitoni is its
function as a vessel of intergenerational communication between the present society and
their ancestors linking the past into the present (Setyasih 2011).
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According to Mrs Setyasih, the seminar usually held by the professional association of Javanese
traditional make-up expertise named HARPI (Himpunan Ahli Rias Pengantin Indonesia) Melati.
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Mrs Setyasih informed me that there were some changes in the practice of the Mitoni ritual.
She gave an example that in the past, there was a small mirror and a small comb in the
offerings for the Mitoni, but nowadays this mirror and comb are absent in most of the Mitoni
rituals as they are considered an unnecessary material. However, the core materials of the

Mitoni ritual, such as the traditional cloths and Sritaman flowers (the ‘queen’ of Javanese
flower garden) are retained in the practice of the Mitoni (Setyasih 2011).
Mrs Setyasih told me that the Mitoni ritual is the only Javanese ceremony that uses lurik
cloths as an important and sacred material. Both Yogyakarta and Solo keraton (Javanese
palace) use the same particular lurik pattern of Liwatan, Dringin and tumbar pecah for the

Mitoni ritual (Setyasih 2011). The participants of the Mitoni can use various batik and tie-dyes
in the ‘Nyamping’ (wrapping cloths) segment in the Mitoni, but without lurik Liwatan, Dringin
and Tumbar pecah, the Mitoni ritual cannot be held. The ceremonial lurik cloth is the core of
the Mitoni ritual (Setyasih 2011). Following tradition the ritual facilitator gives these
ceremonial lurik cloths to the pregnant woman as a keepsake (Setyasih 2011).
Mrs Setyasih said that she believed that there was no relationship between the Goddess Sri
and the Mitoni ritual. She believed there were no myths of the fertility goddess behind the

Mitoni ritual. She fondly stated that the Goddess Sri had no relationship to the pregnant
woman, as the Goddess Sri was the Javanese goddess of rice.
From the interview I held with Mrs Setyasih, I was quite surprised that I did not gain further
insight into the myths, the female divine stories or folklores associated with the Mitoni ritual. I
noticed that Mrs Setyasih emphasised in her explanation of the Mitoni the cultural aspect
instead of the sacred and mythical dimensions. From conducting this interview, I felt that
there was an urgency to connect existing various threads of myths, fragmented stories of the
divines and folklores associated with the Mitoni ritual through installation art practice. I saw
an opportunity to contribute to the Javanese society through recalling these mythological
narratives of the Mitoni ritual in my arts practice. However, Mrs Setyasih made me realise
the crucial, concrete and invaluable role of the Mitoni ritual, as a practice of intergenerational
communication between the present Javanese society and our Javanese ancestors. The

Mitoni ritual is a practice that links the past into the present.

Research Field Trip to the Lurik Workshop Site, Cawasan
(Cawas) Village
Prior to deciding which site I would visit for field research, I sought information from my

Mitoni facilitator. She had bought the ceremonial lurik from the Johar market in Semarang,
central Java and the Klewer market, Solo Central Java (Setyasih 2011). I followed up on her
information and tracked the lurik distribution through casual conversations with the lurik
sellers in those two markets. They indicated that the lurik cloths in Solo and Semarang
markets were coming from the Klaten district, and mostly from Cawasan (Cawas) village.
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From a friend who was working in Klaten district, I finally got the address and phone number
of ‘Yu Siti’ lurik workshop in Cawasan village.

Figure 24. The Cawasan (Cawas) village, 2011

Figure 25. The Cawasan (Cawas) village, 2011

Figure 26. The Alley in the Front of Yu Siti Lurik Workshop, 2011, Cawasan village
On 28 April 2011 I conducted a field trip to the Cawasan (or Cawas) village, Central Java to a lurik
th

workshop named ‘Yu Siti’. The owner of the lurik site that I visited in Cawasan village was a woman
named Siti Lestari. She named her lurik cloth brand ‘Yu Siti’ (Javanese meaning: ‘Sister Siti’). Her
workshop was modest and located in a cul-de-sac alley in the Groyokan Burikan area, Cawasan village.
Modest village houses, coconut trees, banana trees and yellowish green paddy fields surrounded her

lurik workshop. This workshop has been operating for more than a decade . The Cawasan village is an
area that has several living lurik weaving workshops. In order to get a deeper insight into lurik weaving
from the women’s craft perspective, during my observation in Cawasan, I focused on only one lurik
workshop.
89
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As informed by Siti Lestari (2011), the owner of Yu Siti lurik workshop.
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Figure 27. Yu Siti Lurik Workshop, 2011, Cawasan village

Figure 28. Yarn Drying Area in Yu Siti Lurik Workshop,

Figure 29. Dyeing Area in Yu Siti

2011, Cawasan village.

Lurik Workshop, 2011, Cawasan
village.

The decline of Mitoni ritual practices
corresponds with the decline of lurik
cloth demands. In order to survive,
Lestari and other lurik workshop
owners are now focusing on the lurik
sales

for

garment

production

(Lestari 2011 ).

Figure 30. Woman weaving lurik in Yu Siti Workshop,
2011, Cawasan village, Central Java.
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The fall in production of lurik has faced the workshops with financial difficulties. In the market,

lurik textiles have had a wide range of variants. Their variants were not just limited to ritual,
but were also used in the production of garments. In March 2013, a set of lurik for Mitoni
only cost Rp 40,000 (approximately around AUD 4 or USD 4.1 for three pieces). In fact, even
the price of lurik is very cheap; lurik cloths are still not popular in the market (Djoemena
2000; Murwanti 2012). When I visited the biggest traditional cloth market in Central Java,
Klewer market (2011) the lurik cloth was almost invisible for buyers and it was very difficult
to find a market stall that was selling lurik cloth. When I finally found a stall that sold lurik, the
quantity of lurik cloth stock on display was very limited. The stallholder tucked the lurik cloth in
a small space on the back row, and the lurik cloth was sinking between thousands of other
batik cloths and garments. While the price of lurik was already low, the demand of the cloth
was also low .
90

These

conditions

show

injustices for lurik cloth and

lurik
tradition threatened. I am
concerned about the survival of
this lurik tradition without the
engagement of the younger
generation of women with the
low demand on the market.
weavers,

leaving

the

Figure 31. Traditional Cloths Displayed in a stall in the Klewer
Market, 2011, Solo, Central Java.

Mrs Lestari employed less than ten workers and most of them were elder women. Only two
men worked in Mrs Lestari workshop: her husband and her little brother. The rest of the
workers were women, aged forty-five to eighty-five years old. Mrs Lestari’s grandmother also
worked in this workshop, using a back strap loom for making lurik cloth. Mrs Lestari has had
more than thirty years experience of weaving lurik cloth and she said that every woman aged
more than forty years old in her village have weaving skills. However, she stated that the
younger generation did not want to learn weaving lurik as they regarded it as a dull activity
that could not give them pride in their society (Lestari 2011).

90

According to personal communication with Lestari (the owner of Yu Siti Lurik workshop Cawasan
village) and traditional textiles stallholders in Johar market (Semarang) and Klewer market (Solo).
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Figure 32. Elder Women Working in Yu Siti Lurik Workshop, 2011, Cawasan village, Central Java.

During my fieldtrip in Cawasan village, I noticed that most of the lurik workshops were owned
and operated by women and their communities. This observation supports Hitchcock’s
(1985) comment regarding the condition of the Indonesian textile industry. Hitchcock (1985)
wrote: in Indonesia all “the jobs associated with manufacturing textiles […] are controlled by
women and income earned from these activities belongs to them” (p17). This condition also
indicates that women have a significant role in the lurik craft industry in Cawasan village.

Figure 33. Front Cover of ‘Yu Siti Lurik’

Figure 34. Back Cover of ‘Yu Siti Lurik’ catalogue,

catalogue, 2011.

2011.

From an interview with Mrs Lestari (2011), I obtained the information that only women were
allowed to use the back-strap loom (Javanese: gendongan). The tradition of weaving lurik
cloths –which are made using back-strap loom, was associated with women (Martowikrido
1994). At the end of the 1960s, the use of the back-strap loom in the lurik home-weaving
industry at Cawasan had been replaced by the use of handloom (bahasa: Alat Tenun bukan
Mesin or ATBM) to increase their production (Lestari 2011). According to Mrs Lestari, the

lurik cloths that were made with back strap looms were more artistic, stronger and solid

57

than lurik made with handlooms (Lestari 2011). However, the weaving process using
handlooms was thirty times faster than using back-strap looms (Lestari 2011).
At the same time this new loom technology was introduced male weavers started to produce

lurik cloths using handlooms in the 1970s and have dominated the production of lurik ever
since (Lestari 2011). Women spent their time looking after children and started weaving
lurik as a leisure activity (Lestari 2011). When lurik home industry grew to mass production,
the sale of lurik started declining. Following this decline, men in the lurik industry chose to
work outside the village. The lurik home weaving industry then handled by the craftwomen
who stayed in the village (Lestari 2011). This information revealed how the association of
lurik as a woman’s tradition [in Cawasan village] has occurred through the generations. The
patterns, colour selection and techniques of weaving the lurik cloth were started as women’s
practice and were reflective of women’s artistic taste and creativity (Lestari 2011). In the
past, woven cloths were gold for the weaver, but nowadays they struggle to survive (Lestari
2011). Mrs Lestari noticed that the decline in the value of lurik cloths happened after the
introduction of handlooms in the lurik home weaving industry. She suggested that the devaluation of lurik in the broader society was because of the lack of the human touch in the
non back-strap lurik cloths production.
Mrs Lestari stated that ceremonial lurik cloths conveyed prayers for the mother and the
baby in the womb, a prayer for smooth and healthy delivery. No one in Cawasan village dared
to skip the Mitoni ritual during pregnancy. They would conduct the Mitoni ritual for the sake of
the baby and mother’s safety, whatever it takes. Mrs Lestari emphasised that lurik cloths
were prerequisite materials for the Mitoni ritual, without lurik cloths, Mitoni rituals cannot be
held. The ceremonial lurik cloths for the Mitoni were also still used after Mitoni ritual was
held. Lurik tumbar pecah was used to line the bed in the labor process to absorb mother’s
amniotic fluid. This Tumbar pecah has to be kept by the family to be used as a blanket when
the baby is sick (Lestari 2011). Mrs Lestari believed in this healing myth and had witnessed
that the Tumbar pecah lurik that was used to absorb the amniotic water enabled the sick
child to sleep well and become healthy the next day.
The Liwatan lurik was also important in the Mitoni ritual. The three big lines down the middle
of the Liwatan cloth symbolised protection for mother and the baby (Lestari 2011). Mrs
Lestari emphasised that lurik was a medium of prayer. The use of lurik in ritual was an
inherited tradition from Javanese ancestors that had to be maintained over generations.

Lurik was also special not only because of its healing power for the sick baby, but also for the
weaver. According to Mrs Lestari, the activity of weaving lurik can cheer the weaver up; the
weaving activity heals their sadness and loneliness (Lestari 2011). Beside its vital use of lurik
in the Mitoni ritual, people in Cawasan village also use lurik as a sacred medium of prayer in
home building ceremonies. Lurik with pattern named Kluwung was installed in the roof of
constructions at the house-building site to make sure the house was built safely and strong
(Lestari 2011).
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Many changes have happened in the lurik cloth production. In the past, weavers used natural
dyes for lurik but nowadays lurik workshops mostly use chemical dyes (Lestari 2011). A
Javanese tradition to fast and pray before weaving and dye lurik is also not conducted
anymore. Nowadays, the weavers pray in the name of God - Allah Subhannahuwataala before
they weave the lurik cloths.
There was also a gradual disappearance of the practice of using lurik and cotton yarn as an
amulet and medium for black magic. Mrs Lestari informed me that in the past, people often
wore a mystic belt that was made by lawe (cotton yarn for weaving the lurik). They wore this
yarn belt as an amulet. The yarn belt was filled with black magic spells to protect the wearer
and make the wearer strong and unbeatable. The wearers never remove these amulets and
nobody can steal or remove this belt from the wearer (Lestari 2011). Only death can
separate the wearer and the yarn belt amulet. In the past, the activity of weaving lurik was
also equal to the activity of making a keris (Javanese ceremonial dagger). Weaving lurik was a
sacred art practice; nowadays making lurik is regarded as an economically motivated activity
(Lestari 2011).
Mrs Lestari told me that the first initiatives in the usage of lurik cloths as garments came
from Sunan Kalijaga, a famous Islam proselyte who spread Islam in Central Java. According
to Mrs Lestari, places in Central Java that were visited by Sunan Kalijaga always became a
site of lurik home weaving workshops. Sunan Kalijaga turned lurik into beskap (Javanese
traditional suit for a male) and surjan (Javanese top for a male) and spread an Islamic
teaching through these lurik costumes (Lestari 2011). Mrs Lestari gave me an example:

Sunan Kalijaga created a lurik suit with six buttons and told stories about how these six
buttons represented the six pillars of Islamic faith. Mrs Lestari also said that people in her
village believed that lurik was a form of Islamic assimilation as the geometric non-figurative
pattern of lurik was compatible to Islamic teaching, which forbids any realistic visual
representation of humans and animals. Interestingly, when I asked a question about whether
lurik cloths and the Mitoni ritual had a relationship with the Goddess Sri, Mrs Lestari
answered that there was a possibility that the Goddess Sri had a connection to the practice
of lurik and the Mitoni ritual, as the Goddess Sri was also the Goddess of fertility. Mrs Lestari
added that the well-known status of the Goddess Sri as the goddess of rice held an important
role in Javanese society as rice represented the core of Javanese life. This dualistic view of
understanding lurik as an Islamic influence while seeing the goddess relationship to Javanese
society is interesting as the way Mrs Lestari was telling both stories were complemented
each other instead of being oppositional.
In order to expand her market, Mrs Lestari has tried many things, such as turning lurik cloths
into garments, combining lurik cloths with batik, copying patterns from fabrics produced by
modern weaving machines, as well as selling hand painted lurik. In 2009-2010 the
government of Central Java issued a decree of obligation to civil servants for wearing lurik as
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working uniforms for two days a week. This decree helped Mrs Lestari to survive and sell her
garment products, however it still leaves the ceremonial lurik craftswomen in uncertainty as
this decree only boosts sales of the lurik cloths for garment purposes. In selling ceremonial

lurik cloths Mrs Lestari could only rely on traditional market sales and annual craft fairs. Mrs
Lestari also stated that producing non-ceremonial lurik was not a strategic solution, as some
weavers were trained only to make the ceremonial lurik cloths for more than ten years, so
these weavers were not able to produce another kind of lurik cloth. Weaving these
ceremonial lurik cloths is the way they supported their life. Mrs Lestari was concerned at the
declining practice of the Mitoni ritual as it corresponded to her market. The more the Mitoni
is practiced, the more ceremonial lurik she can sell. She was worried about her business and
the lurik weavers. The loss of the Mitoni has had the effect of putting ceremonial lurik
wearer’s livelihoods at stake. They will lose their jobs and their main source of income.
Mrs Lestari expressed her disappointment towards the current situation in Indonesia that
does not support the culture of practicing Javanese rituals. She emphasised that culture and
religion were not supposed to be conflated. Society’s religious beliefs should not hold
traditional and cultural practices back. She attempted to preserve Javanese culture and
tradition through producing ceremonial lurik cloths.
At the end of the interview, Mrs Lestari said that she had expected help and support in the
form of promotion. She thinks that storytelling could bring lurik production back into the heart
of Javanese people’s lives and bring lurik into national and international attention. The most
valuable and expensive lurik cloths were the ones that stored rich stories, philosophical
symbols and narratives expressive of the Javanese way of life (Lestari 2011).
From the interview with Mrs Lestari, I learnt the historical and cultural context of lurik in
Cawasan village. Her stories emphasised how lurik has a very important role in the society of
Cawasan village. Lurik was not only supporting the lives of many women in this village but also
had a spiritual role in healing and an historical engagement with the ancestors. My interview
with Mrs Lestari also revealed the dualism of lurik narratives: lurik can be seen as a part of
Islam assimilation as well as a practice that could possibly relate to the female divinity of
Goddess Sri. The most important thing that I gained from this interview highlighted how
society responded to the practice of the Mitoni ritual and how that was linked to the future of
a textile tradition that could also affect social, political, economic and cultural dimensions of
human life.

Sacredness of Mitoni ritual and Lurik Cloth
The Sacred Space Construction for Mitoni Ceremony
The knowledge and construction of the sacred space in the Mitoni ceremony has been
passed through the generations and was common knowledge for the ritual facilitator and the
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traditional Javanese decorator . The sacred construction of space in the Mitoni can be
91

practiced in the regular family house. Nevertheless, this setting also has flexibility. In the past,
the Mitoni equipment was placed on the floor as guests sat down, nowadays the devices
could be placed on the table while guests sit in chairs (Pringgawidagda 2003). The core of
the Mitoni ritual’s installation was based on the guests seeing the entire event. The guests
expect to see and hear clearly the whole ceremony, and understand the devices that have
been used as symbols of prayers in the Mitoni ritual . The importance placed on the guests
92

and attention given to their seating arrangements demonstrated that traditionally, the Mitoni
ritual was concerned with the viewers’ (guests) experience. Thus, this concern for the
viewers’ experience of the Mitoni demonstrated its similarities between the Mitoni rituals to
the practice of installation art.
The Mitoni ritual was usually held in the traditional sacred innermost room called Pasren,

Pendaringan or Senthong Tengah (Sumintarsih 2010). However, in urban areas, only a few
people have the Pasren room, so the Mitoni ceremony was conducted on the patio, back
yard, in the living room or in the garden. A particular day and precise time was also required
in order to conduct the right Mitoni ceremony (Koentjaraningrat 1985; Pringgawidagda
2003). The procedure in the Mitoni ritual would be lead by a ritual facilitator . While
conducting a Mitoni ceremony, the ritual facilitator was usually accompanied by a traditional
Javanese announcer namely ‘pranatacara’ (Pringgawidagda 2003; Utomo 2005).
93
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The Mitoni ritual itself was divided into many important segments. The first three segments
were sungkeman (asking for a blessing from the parents), it continued with siraman (holy
91

I borrowed the term ‘decorator’ as in Java they call it ‘tukang dekor’ (decoration artisan). Actually, the
decorator’s role is not simply decorating the ritual site. They also had to mind the basic rules and
philosophies of the ritual or ceremonies held, that is, its microcosms, direction, manner and Javanese
norms.
92

The task of the pranatacara is assisting the ritual facilitator to maintain the guests’ attention to the
Mitoni ceremony. The pranatacara then will explain to the guests about symbols and prayers of the
Mitoni’s segments during the ceremony.
93

Setu Wage (Wage Saturday) was one of the special days selected by Javanese people. By choosing
Wage Saturday, they were praying that the child delivery process would be faster. The belief occurred
because of the similarity between the pronunciation of ‘Setu Wage’ (Wage Saturday) and a Javanese term
‘metu age’ (come out quickly) (Koentjaraningrat 1985, p352). Another source informed that the best time
to hold the Mitoni ceremony was before the full moon, especially on a Tuesday or Saturday of odd dates
and preferably on a date with the number seven (Pringgawidagda 2003). Moreover, there was also a
suggestion that the ceremony date should refer to the parent’s neptu calculation; a traditional Javanese
forecast by calculating the date of birth (Pringgawidagda 2003).
94

Ritual facilitator is usually an older woman. In ancient times, a ritual facilitator was a dukun bayi
(traditional midwife) or senior shaman woman in the village (Newland 2001). Nowadays, a senior
traditional bridal makeup artist (dukun manten) plays the role of a leader as well as a ritual facilitator,
especially in urban areas (Koentjaraningrat 1985). Setyasih, a Javanese senior bridal makeup artist,
explained that clients, who had requested her to conducting the Mitoni ritual, were mostly clients who
used her services at the time of their marriage (Setyasih 2011). Setyasih also explained that a senior bridal
makeup artist in Java must have mastered the Java rites properly and correctly because most clients will
conduct traditional rituals when they are organising an event in Java (Setyasih 2011).
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bath) and sesuci (holy washing). The next segments were pecah pamor (breaking the
traditional water pitcher), brojolan (launching), sigaran (splitting coconuts), nyamping
(wrapping cloths), luwaran (cut barriers), wiyosan (game in which parents guess their baby’s
gender), kembulan (eating together), and kukuban (carrying the cloths). The last ones were

rujakan and dhawetan (eating the sour and sweet dishes) (Pringgawidagda 2003). All of
these segments required a performance from the participants who followed the guidance
from the ritual facilitator. The expectant woman, her husband and the parents of both woman
and husband perform in all segments of the Mitoni.
Guests
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that were listed and invited to the Mitoni ceremony were family members,

colleagues and close friends. These guests were involved in the Nyamping (wrapping cloths)
or ‘Gantos busana’ (changing cloths) segments, when they agreed on the lurik they believed
to be the best cloth for the pregnant women they commented and cheered. Guests at the

Mitoni ceremony were invited to attend and watch the ceremony performance from
beginning until the end. The guests also participated in the game of buying dawet and rujak
at the end of the Mitoni ceremony. From my preliminary observation while conducting my own
Mitoni ceremony (April 2006), attending the Mitoni ceremonies (2007-2010) and online
observations (2010), I drew the conclusion that the Mitoni ceremony space construction
consisted of two areas, a ‘wet area’ and ‘dry area’.
96
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The wet area of the installation consisted of the water-related segments in the Mitoni
ceremony. The main segment in the wet area installation was the Siraman 98 (holy bath)
segment that was decorated with flowers and jasmine strands . The installation of siraman
99

(holy bath) should be arranged facing east, so that the expectant mother would be seated
facing east (Javanese east: wetan). This positioning was important because the Javanese
people believe that the east (wetan100) symbolised the readiness of the expectant mother to
begin a new life as a real mother (Pranoto et al 2009, p75). The easterly direction also
symbolise birth and origin in Javanese cosmology (Heringa 1989, 2010).
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There is no provision for a certain number of guests, because the number of guests is simply adjusted to
the host’s financial capabilities (Koentjaraningrat 1985).
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Sweet rice cakes in coconut milk.

97

Sour fruit dessert.

98

This segment required pengaron (the traditional water vessel) usually made from bronze, toya perwita
sari (holy water essence), sekar sritaman (the queen of flower garden), siwur (the traditional bailer),
dhingklik (traditional stool), klasa bangka (pandanus leaf mat) and some particular leaves
(Pringgawidagda 2003; Pranoto et al. 2009).
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Jasmine strands always appear in every Javanese life-passage ritual such as weddings, pregnancy and
funerals.

100

The word ‘wetan’ is derived from the Javanese word ‘wiwitan’ (means the beginning).
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Figure 35. Heringa, R. 2010, Diagram of Stages in Life Cycle (p43)

This Javanese cosmology diagram of the stages in life was referenced throughout the
placement of my objects in my installation, just as the direction became an important aspect
in the Mitoni’s sacred place construction. Selecting the east as the main direction in my own
installation highlighted the importance of Javanese cosmology’s role in organising the space.
The core of this positioning required the Mitoni participant to face east, the symbol of ‘birth’
or ‘the beginning’. Muslim routine prayer (Salah), however, follows the direction of Saudi’s

Mecca Kaaba Qibla . Thus the orientation is also dependent on one’s geographic location
toward Mecca’s Kaaba. Therefore it does not always face east. Through referencing the
various interpretations of orientation between Javanism and Islam in my installation, I also
present a metaphor of my own inner struggle to retain my religion and my culture.
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Figure 36. Sasmita, P, 2009, Wet Area in the

Figure 37. Motion, P, Jasmine Strands installed

Mitoni Ritual’s site, online archive.

in the Wet Area of Mitoni Ritual, Purwokerto,
online archive.

In the wet area, there was a tropong (traditional weaving shuttle) or a chicken egg prepared
for brojolan - the segment when the tropong or chicken egg was launched inside a white cloth
that was worn by the mother. A klenthing or kendi (water jug) for the pecah pamor (breaking
the water jug segment) and two cengkir coconuts (golden coconut) for the wiyosan (the
101

Direction that Muslims should face doing salah (prayer).
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gender guessing game by choosing one drawn coconut without peeking) were also prepared
in the wet area (Pringgawidagda 2003).

Figure 38. Meirizio I. and Sutomo B. 2012, Water and Flower for Holybath (Siraman) segment in Mitoni
ritual, water, jasmine strands, flowers, dipper made from coconut, pottery jar, online archive.

Two coconuts for the wiyosan segment were drawn from the Javanese role model couples
from Javanese mythology: ‘Kamajaya and Ratih’; ‘Rama and Sinta’; ‘Arjuna and Sumbadra’;
’Galuh and Candra Kirana’ or other Javanese role models (Geertz 1960; Koentjaraningrat
1985; Pringgawidagda 2003; Raffles 2008). These drawn coconuts symbolise harmony and
love, and together with a prayer act to call in an aid for the delivery of a pretty or handsome
child with these mythological figures as role models. The figure of Sinta is believed to be an
incarnation of the Goddess Sri (Irvine 2005), thus drawing or carving the form of Sinta on the
coconut connects it to the Goddess Sri (Herawati 2007). The presence of tropong
(traditional weaving shuttle) symbolises the connection between the Mitoni and the weaving
tradition- a tradition that connects women together (see the section on lurik weaving as
women’s tradition).

The dry area of the Mitoni, was usually located close to the
wet area. In the dry area, there was a preparation of three
elements of the Mitoni ceremony, which were: offerings,
food and traditional textiles (Utomo 2002; Pranoto 2009;
Pringgawidagda 2003). Traditional cloths will be used in
the Nyamping (changing cloths or skirt wrapping)
segment (Djoemena 2000), Siraman (holy bath) and

Luwaran (cutting the barriers) segment.
Figure 39. Gema-budaya, Dry Area
of the Mitoni, online archive.
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Offerings
The offerings were requisite components in many Javanese ceremonies (Koentjaraningrat
1985). There were two types of offering prepared for the Mitoni; firstly offerings to the
ancestors (can not be eaten by guests), and secondly, offerings that were served to be eaten
by the guests. Some foods that were prepared for guests were included in the offerings. Food
offerings were arranged in the same place as the guests, either in front of them or in the
middle, easily seen and accessed. (Geertz 1960; Pringgawidagda 2003). The traditional
cloth could be hung on the cloth hanger or could be folded and arranged neatly on the floor
or at the desk.

Figure 40. Ceftriaxone 2010, Offerings Placement on the Floor, Foods, Vegetables, traditional bamboo
trays, banana leaves, online archive.

Figure 41. Meirizio, I. and Sutomo, B.

Figure 42. Meirizio, I. and Sutomo, B. 2012 Offering in the

2012 Offering in the Mitoni Ceremony,

Mitoni Ceremony, tie dye cloth, white cloth, egg, shuttle,

banana, scissor, jasmine strands, Sritaman

fruits, comb, fragrance oil, bamboo tray, betel, online

Flowers, egg, yarn, online archive.

archive.
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Figure 43. Tembi Museum, no date, Food offerings for the Mitoni, rice cone, coconuts, glutinous
pudding, banana leaves, fruits, vegetable, et cetera, online archive.

Figure 44. Nova W. O. ,food offerings, egg, Jenang
anak (glutinous pudding with child shapes), sweet
rice porridge, online archive.

Figure 45. Ceftriaxone 2010, Sweet and Salty
Rice Porridge Offerings, sweet rice porridge, salty
rice porridge, rice cone, flowers, bamboo tray,
banana leaves, online archive.

Traditional Cloths

The Nyamping segment of the Mitoni ceremony used kebaya,

batik, tie-dye and lurik woven cloths. Among all of these
traditional costumes and cloths in the Nyamping segment, the
lurik (Javanese striped woven) cloth set was considered the
main cloth and the most sacred cloth in this ritual (Djoemena
2000; Setyasih 2011). Nevertheless, there was no record of a
special rule in arranging or installing lurik cloth. The lurik set for
the Mitoni ritual: Lurik tumbar pecah or lasem; lurik liwatan;
lurik dringin and its stagen (traditional waist band) were
prepared side by side with other cloths (2006, personal
observation). Further discussion about traditional cloths used
Figure 46. Traditional Cloths in in the Mitoni ritual, especially lurik, will be discussed in the
My Mitoni Ceremony, 2006,
following chapter.
Semarang.
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From my observation of the sacred space construction in the Mitoni, I concluded that the
direction, materials and equipment of the Mitoni ritual were important elements in the
construction of a sacred space. The easterly direction that was used in the Mitoni was the
main direction that symbolised ‘birth’ or ‘beginning’, while the materials such as offerings,
flowers and foods were objects that depicted a festive event. Prayers were also offered in the

Mitoni. The most important equipment in the Mitoni ritual was the traditional textile used in
the Nyamping (or gantos busana) segment – a changing cloths segment. The traditional
cloths contained prayers for the baby and the family. The most important cloth among all
traditional cloths in Mitoni ritual was a set of lurik cloth. These elements thus became
important consideration in my installation.

The Lurik Cloths
When I performed my Mitoni ritual for my first pregnancy in April 2006, I encountered a
mythic experience while being wrapped in the lurik cloths. The way the lurik held my body felt
like a warm, strong and loving protector. When I wore these lurik cloths, I felt connected with
my society, family and my ancestors. There was magic in these cloths, a magic that made me
believe that there was a spiritual power protecting my pregnancy. The pattern of lurik
symbolised a protector for my body and my baby. A special connection had been made There
was a sacred feeling that emerged from the prayers that lay within the threads of these lurik
cloths. My heart has been engaged with this ceremonial lurik cloth since then.

Figure 47. Picture of Me Wearing Lurik in my Mitoni Ritual, 2006, Semarang

A set of lurik woven cloths was used in the segment called Nyamping (wrapping cloths), this
segment was also known as ‘gantos busana’ (changing clothes). During the Nyamping
segment, six tie-dye cloths, six batik cloths and a set of lurik cloths were used sequentially by
pregnant women in front of the guests at the Mitoni ceremony. In accordance with tradition,
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when the pregnant woman wears lurik cloths

102

at the end of the Nyamping segment, the

guests then choose the lurik cloths as the most suitable clothing for the pregnant woman
(Pringgawidagda 2003; Utomo 2005).

Figure 48. The ‘Nyamping’ or 'Gantos Busana' Segment in my Mitoni Ceremony, 2006, Semarang.

In the Nyamping segment, the lurik dringin used by the pregnant woman as an inner
strapless garment, whereas the lurik tumbar pecah or lasem was worn on the hip like a wrap
around skirt, and the liwatan cloth was worn as an outer waistband (Djoemena 2000;
Pringgawidagda 2003) confirmed by Setyasih, a ritual facilitator (Setyasih 2011). My
discussion of the sacred materiality of lurik cloth in this section is limited and focused only on
the particular patterns of lurik cloth used in the Mitoni ritual, which are lurik tuluh watu,

stagen lurik, lurik dringin, lurik tumbar pecah, and lurik Liwatan.

Lurik Cloths as Forms of Women’s Prayers
The word ‘lurik’ was derived from the Javanese word ‘rik’, which symbolised fence and
protection lines (Partrijunianti 2004, p450). Another source also attributed the origin of the
word ‘lurik’ to ‘rik’, but suggested a slightly different meaning of the term “a shallow moat or
line that cannot be erased or removed, surrounding the wearer” (Koestriastuti 2010, p77).
The word lurik derived from the word ‘lorek’, an old Javanese word meaning ‘striped pattern’
(Djoemena 2000, p31; Mangunsuwito 2002, p142). The intersecting cross of horizontal and
vertical lines (check or plaid patterns) in Javanese woven cloth was also called lurik
(Djoemena 2000; Partrijunianti 2004; Koestriastuti 2010). The word lurik was mentioned
earlier by the historian Thomas Stamford Raffles
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as ‘luri’104 in his book ‘The History of Java’,
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Some practitioners of the Mitoni ritual also have a slightly different way of practicing this segment.
They wrapped a set of lurik on a pregnant woman as the first layer of clothing, and then layered it with
other cloths. Setyasih (a ritual facilitator interviewed in the present study) confirmed that although lurik
cloths can be used in different ways or arrangement, a set of lurik in the Mitoni ritual would always be the
main cloth in the Nyamping segment (2011). Lurik cloths are considered as the main cloths in the Mitoni
ritual (Djoemena 2000), as confirmed by participants in the present study: Setyasih and Lestari (2011).
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Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles was a Lieutenant Governor of Java in the period of 1811-1815.
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which was written in 1811-1815 and showed that the lurik cloth existed in Java for more
than two centuries.
There were many pattern variations of lurik cloths in Central Java and East Java, but there
were only particular patterns of lurik cloths that could be used in the Mitoni ritual (Djoemena
2000). One set of lurik cloths for the Mitoni ceremony contained dringin pattern, tumbar

pecah pattern (also known as lasem), and liwatan pattern. This set of lurik cloths was used in
the Mitoni ritual as a symbol of protection (Djoemena 2000). Lurik toh watu or tuluh watu
(Javanese: sacred stone) was also worn as a jarit (Javanese wrap skirt) in the Mitoni
ceremony in the past (Geertz 1960; Raffles 2008). In this chapter I refer only to the lurik
cloth used in the Mitoni ritual.
In the past, lurik tuluh watu (the sacred stone pattern) was used as a traditional skirt in the

Mitoni ritual (Geertz 1960; Raffles 2008). It was expected that the wearing of lurik tuluh
watu would give the wearer strength and tenacity (Djoemena 2000). According to
anthropologist Geertz, wearing the lurik [with tuluh watu patterning] also had a strong
philosophical meaning, which symbolised “the lasting relationship between the mother and
the child throughout life and their life-long inseparability” (Geertz 1960, p44). In my own
Mitoni, I was not wearing lurik tuluh watu, instead, I was wearing the lurik dringin, liwatan and
tumbar pecah.

Figure 49. Variant of Lurik Tuluh Watu and diagram of Tuluh Watu’s structure; a: Mancal or Tlisir (the
border of the cloth), b Seret (headside of the cloth), c Batuk (head of the cloth), d Badan (main pattern).
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Raffles 2008, p106.
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As a supplement for the cloths, the Stagen, a traditional Javanese waistband was made from
a thick woven lurik. It was also worn on the woman’s belly, underneath the dringin cloths and
it fastened the lurik tumbar pecah cloth. Stagen bangun tulak (repellent inforcement pattern
waistband) was worn during the Mitoni ritual to prevent the pregnant woman from
misfortune (Djoemena 2000).

Nowadays, a plain lurik stagen colored dark blue or
white, was also worn by woman in the Mitoni.
Woman tightly wrapped her waist using stagen. A
tie-dye cloth with bangun tulak pattern, sometimes
also worn in the Mitoni ritual to subtitute the use of
stagen lurik bangun tulak or plain lurik stagen.

Figure 50. Stagen

Each lurik cloth used in the Mitoni ritual, had a philosophical meaning for the wearer. A set of

lurik cloths symbolised the prayer for the safety of the woman and the baby. For example, the
use of lurik dringin cloth was a symbol and a prayer for the pregnant woman, to protect them
from men’s lust, for the sake of the baby (Djoemena 2000).

Figure 51. Lurik Dringin and diagram of Lurik Dringin’s structure; a: Mancal or Tlisir (the border of the
cloth), b Seret (headside of the cloth), c Batuk (head of the cloth), d Badan (main pattern).
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Lurik tumbar pecah (crushed corianders pattern) had the meaning of a prayer in smoothing
the child’s delivery. In this lurik tumbar pecah cloth, there was a wish that the birthing
process would be very easy and fast, as fast and easy as crushing the coriander seeds
(Djoemena 2000). The coriander seeds represent a fragrance for the unborn child
(Djoemena 2000). Moreover, this tumbar pecah cloth which was also known as Lasem, was
a name of a melody played in gamelan, a traditional Javanese musical orchestra (Robson and
Wibisono 2002) and it symbolised the love of the parent (Utomo 2005). Used as jarit, which
referred to a long traditional Javanese skirt, a lurik tumbar pecah’s pattern cloth consisted of
three parts: the Tumpal or Kepala (head of the cloth) which was a composition of bathuk and
seret; Badan (body of the cloth) which was the main pattern, and Mancal or tlisir (the border
of the cloth) (Djoemena 2000). Lurik tumbar pecah had four different colour variants: greyish
blue, indigo blue, maroon red and green. Greyish blue, indigo blue and red maroon tumbar
pecah lurik were the common cloths worn for the Mitoni ritual. The colour of the ceremonial
lurik was limited as it followed traditions from the past (Lestari 2011). In the past the
weavers dyed the yarns only with natural dyes such as fermented indigo (indigofera tinctoria
sp) leaves for blue dyeing and grey and secang wood (caesalpinia sappan) for red dyeing.

Figure 52. Lurik Tumbar Pecah and diagram of Lurik Tumbar Pecah’s Structure; a: Mancal or Tlisir (the
border of the cloth), b Seret (headside of the cloth), c Batuk (head of the cloth), d Badan (main pattern).

71

Lestari highlighted the fact that lurik liwatan cloth was the most important cloth among the
set of lurik cloths in the Mitoni ritual (Lestari 2011). The word Liwatan, literally means ‘leap’
or ‘pass’ in Javanese language. It was used as a name for a lurik cloth, which contained the
parent’s expectation that the unborn child would be able to avoid dangers and obstacles
(Djoemena 2000). The aim of using lurik liwatan in Mitoni is to wish the baby has a safe
‘passing or leaping’ in delivery process (Martowikrido 1994, p54).

Figure 53. Lurik Liwatan and diagram of Lurik Liwatan’s structure; a: Mancal or Tlisir (the border of the
cloth), b Seret (headside of the cloth), c Batuk (head of the cloth), d Badan (main pattern).

The Liwatan cloth also had the function of carrying the baby after the baby was born.
Moreover, the liwatan cloth held a sacred place in Javanese tradition. After the use of the

Liwatan in the Mitoni ritual, the cloth was preserved and was used as a pillow when the child
was sick (Djoemena 2011). As my personal communication with Siti Lestari, the owner of the
lurik workshop and a senior weaver revealed, the several big lines in the middle of Liwatan
cloth were the most powerful parts of the cloth. These lines visually wrap the pregnant
woman’s belly, symbolising protection (Lestari 2011). These lines were symbolically
presented as a strong protective fence in the middle of mother’s belly.
From studying the lurik cloths, I learnt how women’s ideas contributed to the ceremonial and
spiritual aspect of Javanese tradition. Lurik cloths have told rich stories of Javanese
philosophy from a woman’s perspective. As Indonesian artist Ratmini Soedjatmoko states:
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“Through textile we can see the spiritual role of women in tradition” (Soedjatmoko in Ilse Chin
1999, online archive).

Batik Cloths in Mitoni Ritual
For the Nyamping segment in the Mitoni ceremony, there was a requirement for six colours
of tie-dye cloths patterned with bangun tulak (repellent reinforcement pattern) and six
different patterns of traditional batik cloths and a set of lurik woven cloths. The tie-dye cloths
were used as tops and were paired with six batik cloths as hip wrap skirts (jarit). Through field
observation (2006) and online observations (2010), six kebaya that were made from
brocade lace (brokat), were sometimes used in the Nyamping segment as well. Moreover, a
sheet of Mori (white plain cotton fabric) should also be prepared in a Mitoni ceremony and
used in the luwaran (cutting the barrier) segment (Pringgawidagda 2003).
Six tie-dye cloths, six batik and six kebaya are worn prior the lurik and place the lurik as the
seventh in sequence in the Nyamping segment of Mitoni ceremony. As mentioned in an
earlier discussion, seven is considered as a lucky number for Javanese and represents the
gestational age of the pregnancy. However, according to Martowikrido (1994), there are
seven non-lurik cloths and seven batik cloths that have to be worn interchangeably by woman
prior wearing lurik. Every time the pregnant woman showed herself she wore those seven
cloths, the elder of the family and guests would comment “Belum Pantas” which could be
translated as ‘not suitable’ (Martowikrido 1994, p54) . After all seven non-lurik cloths and
batik cloths are worn, the woman wears lurik lasem/tumbar pecah, lurik dringin and lurik
Liwatan the elder will say “Sudah pantas”, translated as, ‘it is suitable!’ (Martowikrido 1994,
p54). Thus, regardless the amount batik cloths and non-lurik cloths used in the Mitoni, the
lurik will always be the main cloth in this ceremony.
Each batik cloth that was used in the Nyamping segment contained a prayer, symbolised by
its pattern (Pringgawidagda 2003). Setyasih informed me that the batik cloths were
patterned with special patterns of: Sidaluhur (meanings “be noble”); Sidaasih (meaning ”be
compassionate”); Sidamukti (meaning “have a good life”); Truntum (literal translation: the
blossom pattern, meaning “demonstrate true love towards parents”); Wahyu tumurun
(meaning “receiving guidance from God”); and Udan riris (literal translation: the drizzle
pattern, symbolising fertility) (Setyasih 2011).
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Figure 54. Batik Sidaluhur (be noble)

Figure 55. Batik Sidamukti (be compassionate)

Figure 56. Batik Udan Riris (the drizzle pattern)

Another

source

(Pringgawidagda

Figure 57. Batik Truntum (the blossom pattern)

2003,

Utomo 2005) wrote that batik cloths with the
following

patterns

were

also

used:

Parangkusumo - a pattern containing a prayer
that the unborn child would have a sharp
brain, as sharp as machete (parang); Cakar
ayam (the chicken claws pattern) - a pattern
that contained a prayer for the child to have
the skills to earn fortune in life, as easy as a
chicken (ayam) scratching the ground with
his claws (cakar); Semenrama - a prayer for
the unborn child to be born a child who has a
love for all creatures in the world and
Grompol (long lasting family). These cloths
were usually displayed on the floor or on the
table, before the participant used them in the
‘Nyamping’ segment.

Figure 58. Batik Cakar Ayam (the
chicken claws pattern)
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Figure 59. Detail of Batik Semen Rama

Figure 60. An Otherworldly Animal in the
Batik Semen Rama

Physically, the appearances of these batik patterns were artistically pleasing. However, as I
have emphasised in the introduction of this thesis I decided to focus on the lurik cloths, as the

lurik was regarded as the most sacred cloth in the Mitoni. The lurik tradition was also
currently in an unfortunate state. Indonesian batik has attracted the world’s attention.
Evidence of this was the award ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity’ from the United
Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in October 2, 2009 .
Batik cloth was also mentioned in thousands of scholarly publications , while public
knowledge regarding the existence of lurik was scant and limited . While batik had its own
museum in Yogyakarta and Solo , there is no museum in Java built for storing and
preserving lurik collections.
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In my installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stiches of Lament’ (2013), I represented the prayers
and artistic forms of these batik patterns used in the Mitoni, through transforming some of
the batik figures into soft sculptures using lurik cloths. I did so in order to develop the artistic
connection between these patterns, rituals, contemporary art and Indonesian the sociocultural issues that I was focussing on. I used my imagination in the process of thinking and
making these batik pattern-inspired soft sculptured creatures.
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As published in UNESCO website, accessed 31/3/2013, http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/RL/00170
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Due to the enormous numbers of batik scholarly publications by Indonesians as well as foreign
writers, I decided not to list them.
107

For example, I found only four specific books of lurik produced in the last three decades. These four
books are ‘Lurik: Suatu Pengantar’ (Lurik: An Introduction) by Wahyono Martowikrido and Textile
Museum (1981), ‘Lurik: Sejarah, Fungsi dan Artinya bagi Masyarakat’ (Lurik: History, Function and Its
Meaning for the Society) by Wahyono Martowikrido (1994); Lurik -Garis-garis Bertuah: The Magic
Stripes by Djoemena (2000) and Nini Towok's Spinning Wheel: Cloth and The Cycle of Life in Kerek,
Java by Rens Heringa (2010).
108

Museum Batik Yogyakarta and Museum Batik Danar Hadi, Solo Central Java.
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Textile in Ritual
Textiles play an important role in rituals (Schoeser 2012; Gordon 2011). In her book ‘Textiles

The Whole Story’, art historian Beverley Gordon (2011) explored the use of textiles in various
religions and their connections to everyday rituals . Textiles - especially textile crafts
commonly engage with people’s spiritual experiences (Gale and Kaur 2002, p3; Gordon
2011, pp246-279). Textiles were said to have a physical and spiritual healing power, and
were also used in healing rituals by shamans (Gordon 2011, pp266-267). Academics Colin
Gale and Jasbir Kaur (2002) wrote that textiles provide for human’s central needs such as
“warmth and protection” (2002, p3). It is important to note, that textiles also “defines space
and helps create a sacred environment” (Gordon 2011, p258). The sanctity of a place was
often signalled by the presence of textiles (Gordon 2011, p258). . This demonstrates that
textiles can temporarily transform the environment into a “holy space” (Gordon 2011, p258).
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In the past, traditional cloth have been used as an important offering for the God and believed
to have magical and mystical power in Indonesian archipelago (Martowikrido 1994).
Regarding the sacred quality of Asian textiles, Gale and Kaur (2002) suggested that the
textiles production in Asia had a “strong and direct association” with “magic, symbolism and
storytelling” (p96). Gale and Kaur’s opinion is valid, especially regarding the lurik cloth. The

lurik cloths contain symbolism of prayers, and were believed to deliver magical powers of
protection as well as being linked to folktales. However, the illustration of these cultural
stories in lurik patterning was not explicit, as the lurik pattern only shows geometric lines and
checks, instead of realistic and figurative narrative depictions. The ability to ‘retain’ lurik textile
craft tradition was also slowly disappearing as there was a decline in the numbers of ritual
performances and there were fewer weavers learning the practice . In response to this
issue, I felt a personal urgency to document the narrative of the lurik through the utilisation of
the lurik cloth in the context of installation art.
114
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Gordon researched the use of textiles in Muslim rituals, Orthodox, Catholic and indigenous
shamanistic practice, see Gordon (2011) ‘Textiles and Spirit’ (pp 254-270).
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For example, Gordon (2011) refers to traditional baby carriers (p110 and p117); dancing and sports
(p139); and dress (p231).
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Gordon (2011) gave examples of shamans in Bali, Latin America, Morocco, Queensland, Vietnam,
Siberia, Laos and America and Mormon (pp267-270).
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Textiles are able to transform environment into temporary “holy spaces” (Gordon 2011, p262).
Gordon (2011) gave the example of the spread of a tablecloth on the Sabbath day, fabric umbrellas in the
Timket celebration in Ethiopia (p264); and cloths for Moslem Koran and prayers (p265).
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Gordon gave examples of Hindu shrines, priestly robes in the Catholic Church, and robes on Buddhist
monks in Buddhist monasteries.
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As informed by the ritual facilitator and lurik workshop owner in my interview with them, April 2011.
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See ‘socio-cultural issues’ section on Mitoni and lurik in the previous chapter.
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Indonesia is famous for its textile craft heritage (Clark 1999; Hitchock 1985; Gale and Kaur
2002). Specifically in the context of Indonesian textile, Gale and Kaur (2002) wrote that while
many of the textile traditions throughout the world have disappeared, Indonesia is one of few
countries that have retained this tradition. Similarly, anthropologist Michael Hitchock (1985)
wrote, “textiles as items of aesthetic, ritual and economic significance lay at the very heart of
Indonesian culture” (p5). Paradoxically, critic Hazel Clark (1999) saw Indonesia’s continuity of
a strong textile tradition contributed to the lack of an appearance of contemporary textile art
in Indonesia . Clark argued:
116

“These three ‘movement’-traditional craft textiles, commercial production and the
contemporary visual arts-tend to operate in isolation from one another. Ironically, they appear
to have no points of commonality because there is no shared cultural space. What is absent
is what Homi Bhaba has called the ‘Third Space’, the ‘inter’, or the ‘cutting edge of translation
and negotiation’, that space wherein the colonized group can find its own voice”
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(Clark

1999, pp134-135).

There are little notable collaborations between the textile craft makers and contemporary
artists

118 .

There is a distance between the practices of Indonesian traditional textile with

contemporary art. Through the utilisation of Indonesian textile craft as artistic and political
medium in installation art practice, I offered an insight to link the practice of traditional craft
with contemporary art.

Mitoni, Lurik, the Women’s Stories and Myths of the Female
Divine
The importance of woman’s role in matrilineal society and the worship to ancestor and
fertility goddess are two of some characteristics of Indonesian prehistoric culture
(Martowikrido 1994). In the past, the Mitoni ritual could be performed by both wife and
husband, but nowadays the performance of Mitoni is focused on the woman – as she is the
one who is pregnant and carrying the baby (Setyasih 2011). From several Mitoni ceremonies
that I attended in Central Java during 2000-2010, the main performer is always the woman
(wife).
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Clark also mentioned Thailand and Malaysia on this case.

117 Clark (1999) refers to Homi K Bhabha, ‘Cultural Diversity and Cultural Differences’ in Bill Ashcroft,
Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin 9eds, The Post-Colonial Studies Reader, Routledge, London, 1993,
p209.

I observed during 2006-2013, only six Indonesian artists actively cooperated with textile crafts
artisans. These artists were textile artists Tiarma Dame Sirait (batik); Caroline Rika (tie dye); Abdul
Syukur (batik); Agus and Nia Ismoyo (batik); and Tita Rubi (brocade). In addition, fashion designer
Oscar Lawalata also used Indonesian weaving in his installation art.
118
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Figure 61. Nova W. O, Performance of the Mitoni demonstrates Husband and Wife, online archive.

Figure 62. Sasmita, P 2009, Mitoni Ritual that demonstrates the Woman, online archive.

The practice of the Mitoni ritual was also associated with Javanese women, as the women
made the prerequisite supplies such as offerings, foods and textiles. In Java, the women
manage the cooking of the food and create offerings (Koentjaraningrat 1985; Geertz 1960;
Setyasih 2011). The involvement of traditional textiles as the core of the Mitoni ritual especially lurik, has strengthened the Mitoni’s association with women, as weaving lurik was
regarded as a women’s activity (Heringa 2010; Djoemena 2000). The “divine ancestors,
spirits or divinities […]” were often evoked through a ritual (Ghahary 2012, p92). However,
prior to my study and even during my Mitoni ritual in 2006, I didn’t know that the Mitoni was
linked to the Goddess Sri and some Javanese myths. My ritual facilitator stated that she had
never heard of any relationship between the Goddess Sri and the Mitoni . Conversely, lurik
119

weavers in Cawasan village have informed me that the Goddess Sri was probably the main
My ritual facilitator informed me that the Mitoni tradition came from the keraton (Javanese palace) of
Yogyakarta and Solo and was not taken from the Goddess Sri or Hinduism beliefs. It is a paradox because
in fact, the keraton is evidence of the Hindu influence’s existence in Java, and the Goddess Sri’s figure
believed to have been drawn from Hindu influences. According to Irvine, the development of Java’s
keraton culture, its priyayi aristocracy class and its own “ranks and grades” are highly influenced by the
Hindu religion (Irvine 2005, p7). Using this analogy, it is not valid to reject Goddess Sri’s relationship
with the Mitoni ritual.
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inspiration of the Mitoni ritual as she was believed to be the Goddess of rice, harvesting and
fertility
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in her village, and in fact the Mitoni itself was a rite of fertility (Lestari 2011).

Academic Ian Woodward (2007) wrote that myth was a way of communication, and was
attached to the objects. The practice of infusing elements of myths and folklore were often
used in installation, because it connected ritual, history and narrative. Philosopher Elizar
Meletinsky (1977) highlighted the social function of myth and ritual and wrote that the
elevation of myths into “repeated rituals” aimed to reconcile “the individual to the social
order” and “harmonising the relationship between the social world and the natural world
around it” (p105). In other words, the ritual bridged the existence of myth to people’s real life
(Meletinsky 1977, p105). Relating myth, mythology and folklore, Meletinsky (1977) argued
that mythology was “a very vital form of creative fantasy” and was the key content of folklore
(p103, p106 and p108). Meletinsky (1977) underlines that “[…] image of folklore replaces
what is complex and hard to grasp by something close and concrete; and so, at the same
time, the concrete thing is everlastingly metaphorical and symbolic” (p108). Through this
statement, the function of folklore in communicating a complex issue has been raised. As
myth was also the dominant element that characterized early
1977, p108).
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“narrative art” (Meletinsky

Thus, weaving the myths and folklore from Goddess Sri enhances the

narrative content into the objects in my installation.
The second wave of feminist women artists’ portrayed an example of the use of myth and
folklore in installation art through the use of a ritualistic mode in installation practice in the
1970s. At that time the “reclamation of the Goddess in art is situated in the heart of the
second wave of the feminist movement” (Orenstein 1994, p176). Women artists in the
seventies were looking for a ‘strong’ female body figure, a form that depicted women in a
powerful social and spiritual position to link to sacred and secular dimensions (Orenstein
1994, p177). An equivalent to this is my reference to the Goddess Sri’s narrative in my
installation. The Goddess was represented as a woman’s critical response toward sociocultural issues and represented their struggles and consciences.

The Goddess Sri (Dewi Sri)
Dewi Sri or Goddess Sri represents Hindu influence in Javanese ritual and ceremony
(Rahardjo 2011; Sumintarsih 2007). Anthropologist Sumintarsih (2007) wrote that the
Goddess Sri’s spirit was emphasised in the Mitoni pregnancy ritual . The origin of Javanese
122
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In the Cawasan (Cawas) village area.
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Refer to “ancient society”, as written in Elizar M. Meletinsky’s paper (1977, p109), ‘From Myth to
Folklore’ (1977, pp103-124).
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Sumintarsih (2007) sees the relationship between the Goddess Sri and the Mitoni ritual, through the
location for conducting the Mitoni rites, which should use the sacred area of the house, called senthong
tengah or pasren- the same location for worshipping the Goddess Sri (p142). Sumintarsih (2007) also
sees the figure of the Goddess Sri and her consort, and their reincarnation (Kamajaya-Kamaratih, Panji-
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ritual was believed to have come from the Kingdom of Majapahit (1331-1389), which then
dominated the Island of Java (Koentjaraningrat 1975). Scholar David Irvine (2005) wrote
that the Majapahit kingdom’s thousand-year influences culminated in a religious syncretism
through blending “Hindu-Buddhist and Animistic-Shamanistic belief and practices” and was
adopted by “Java’s indigenous cults” (Irvine 2005, p6). The kings of the Majapahit kingdom
claimed to be descendants of the Hindu God “Shiva” and Goddess “Sri”, thus these two Hindu
gods were closely identified as “local elemental deities” (Irvine 2005; Sumintarsih 2007). In
other words, in this Majapahit period, Goddess (Javanese: Dewi) Sri was believed to become
the Javanese Earth Mother (Irvine 2005; Sumintarsih 2007). Goddess Sri was believed to
represent the concept of death, reincarnation and rice growth (Rahardjo 2011, p199).
According to anthropologist Rahardjo (2011) and Sumintarsih (2007) the tradition of ritual
worshipping of ancestors and the belief in the great cosmos was integration between a Hindu
influence and ancient animistic local beliefs in the pre-Islamic era in Java .
123

The local belief in Java was that the growth of paddy rice was very similar in character to the
growth of a human (Rahardjo 2011; Sumintarsih 2007); however, the life of paddy rice was
dependent on the protection by spiritual power (Rahardjo 2011; Sumintarsih 2007). This
analogy thus leads to the conclusion that the Goddess Sri does not only literally mean the
goddess of rice in Java, but also the goddess of a human being’s life cycle. This explains why
some people have claimed that Goddess Sri is also the goddess of fertility (Sumintarsih
2007). The Goddess Sri is indeed a symbol of fertility in Java124 (Sumintarsih 2007; Purwadi
2010). Rahardjo (2011) notes that Dutch anthropologist N. J. Krom wrote that the culture
and ritual of worshipping goddesses of fertility was a Javanese indigenous local tradition .
125

The links between agriculture and fertility in Java was also seen in the use of the bangun tulak
cloth (figure 41 and figure 42). In the past, women used to carry the rice using bangun tulak
patterned cloth, a cloth also worn in the Mitoni ritual. In Java, there is a rice planting ritual
when the paddy plant is aged two months old (Sumintarsih 2007). The ritual is called Tingkeb

Tandur a ritual for the ‘safety’ of the rice (Sumintarsih 2007). The word ‘tingkeb’ is also linked
to the Mitoni ritual, as the Mitoni is also called Tingkeban in some areas of Java (Sumintarsih
2007).

Candrakirana, Wisnu-Sri) were drawn on the golden cengkir coconut that was used for the ‘brojolan’
segment in the Mitoni ceremony.
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See Rahardjo 2011(pp 168-209) and Sumintarsih 2007 (pp136-144).
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As informed in serat Sri Sadana (the ancient story manuscript of Sri and Sadana by Empu Kalangwan
in 835 C (Purwadi 2010). Further explanation about Sri and Sadana are elaborated in a further section.
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In his book, Rahardjo did not mention the name of fertility goddess that has been worshipped.
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Figure 63. The Picture of Women Carrying Rice

Figure 64. Suwardanijaya 1990s, ‘A Woman wore

Using ‘Bangun Tulak’ cloth’, 1900s, online archive.

‘Bangun Tulak’ cloth during Mitoni Ritual’, online
archive.

As Goddess Sri was known as the goddess of agriculture and fertility (Heringa 1997), there
were two different Goddess Sri characters that existed in Java. The first character of the
Goddess Sri was associated with the Javanese-Hindu classic story and fertility rite, while the
second character was associated with the rice field and harvesting. Referred to in my
previous section, I concluded that Goddess Sri was related both to agricultural or fertility
myths. Through this understanding I concluded that the figure of the Goddess Sri was only
one single figure, not two different figures. Irvine’s explanation about two aspects of Goddess
Sri’s character in the wayang 126 demonstrates how the Goddess Sri were known and
understood in Javanese society. Irvine’s information sheds light on the confusion between the
different figures of Goddess Sri and how they were worshipped in Javanese and that Goddess
Sri was ‘worshipped’ in agriculture as a goddess of rice.
According to Irvine (2005), there were two existing ‘Goddess Sri’ characters in the wayang
story. The first Goddess Sri was Sri Widawati (i), the wife of Wisnu (or Vishnu) and mother of

Kamajaya . This Sri Widawati was widely known as Lakshmi in India (Irvine 2005;
Sumintarsih 2007). Goddess Lakshmi was the goddess of fortune, wealth, beauty and fertility
(Bailly 2000). Irvine (2005) explained that there were many incarnation versions of Goddess
Sri Widawati (i). She was incarnated as Dewi Citrawati; as Sinta (or Sita the wife of Rama –
Rama was an incarnation of Wisnu); as Goddess Rukmini, and as Sumbadra (Irvine 2005,
p277).
127
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The Indonesian traditional puppet performance, wayang has a very important role in Indonesian
cultural history and had always been performed in Javanese rituals in the past.
127

Kamajaya known as the God of love, his wayang figure is depicted together with Kamaratih - his wife
on the coconut skin in the Mitoni ritual, as a prayer for the baby to be born as handsome as him or as
pretty as his wife (Irvine 2005; Setyasih 2011).
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In the Mitoni, the couple characters of

Kamajaya and Kamaratih or Rama and Sinta or
Arjuna Sumbadra were often depicted in the
drawings on a cengkir coconut (golden
coconut) of wiyosan segment. Through this
observation, I concluded that this Goddess Sri
Widawati (i) had a stronger relationship with
the Mitoni ritual.
Figure 65. Mariani A. 2011, Kamaratih and
Kamajaya Figures Curved on Cengkir Coconuts,
online archive.

As wayang purwa‘s recent visual style that was developed by wali songo (nine proselytes) to
infuse Islamic sharia
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in Java, so the Goddess Sri figures depicted in wayang were not

realistic. I featured the figure of Sri, Sinta (Sri’s incarnation) and Sumbadra (Sri’s incarnation)
below.

Figure 66. Irvine, D 2005, Goddess Sri: Interpretation in Wayang Purwa. (From left to right: Sri, Sinta
in Yogyakarta’s Version, Sinta in Surakarta’s Version, and Sumbadra) (p275, p277 and p283).

The Second Goddess Sri (ii) is the granddaughter of Wisnu, Because of the similarity of their
names this second Sri was sometimes perceived as one of reincarnations of the Goddess Sri

Widawati (i) (Irvine, 2005). The image of Goddess Sri (ii) merged with Javanese indigenous
belief of the ancient rice goddess in Java . The Goddess Sri (ii) is also associated with her
129
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The basic rules and law in Islam.
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According to Irvine (2005) there is a Bengali goddess of rice with the same name.
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brother Sadana – the god of harvests, who was also believed to be the reincarnation of

Wisnu (Irvine 2005; Sumintarsih 2007).
Relating to this Goddess Sri (ii), there was a folktale in Java whereby Sri was searching for
her brother Sadana who had run from the palace (Irvine 2005; Sumintarsih 2007). During
that journey, Sri was faced with the difficult experience of meeting an evil giant disguised
through many forms of different animals and monsters. In order to survive this evil, Sri turned
herself into a snake (ular sawah). The story of Goddess Sri (ii) contained a scene of how
Goddess Sri escaped to a house in Wiranta village
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owned by an elder named Kyai Wrigu

(Purwadi 2010). Kyai Wrigu was struggling to protect his baby from demons and asked for
Goddess Sri’s advice (Purwadi 2010). As a solution, Goddess Sri suggested to Kyai Wrigu
that he encircle lawe (cotton yarn) around his house in order to protect his baby from the
demon (Purwadi 2010). In the Mitoni ritual, there is a luwaran (cutting the barrier) segment
- a segment when the lawe (or coconut leaf) is encircled on the mother’s belly and cut with
the keris (Javanese sword), symbolising the disappearance of obstacles. The fact that lurik
cloths were used in the Mitoni made from lawe and worn with a motion of encircling to
symbolise prayers of protection recalls the story of Goddess Sri (ii).

Special Places for the Goddess Sri
The Goddess Sri was believed to be present in the form of a spirit. In order to recall her spirit,
Javanese people in the past and present, arranged a special space for the Goddess Sri in the
palace and in the rice fields. In this section, I draw on Krobongan - a sacred place that was
built for the Goddess Sri in Javanese palaces. The tradition of creating Krobongan was
retained until the present. In this section, the sacrificial house that was built for ‘inviting’ the
Goddess Sri into the paddy field in the past is also presented. As my focus in this research is
more on the Mitoni sacred space construction, I limit the discussion of Krobongan to the
Goddess Sri’s sacrificial house. However, I have borrowed some features from Krobongan
and the sacrificial house in the paddy field in my installation art practice, to highlight the
inclusivity of the Mitoni and the Goddess Sri. As I wrote in the introduction of this thesis, the

Mitoni is inclusive as its practice occurred in the palace and remote rural areas.

The Krobongan Room
In the keraton (Javanese palace) and traditional Javanese house, there was a special room
named Krobongan that was devoted only to the Goddess Sri. The Krobongan was usually
decorated as the most beautiful room in the palace or the house (Budiwiyanto 2009). The
elements of Krobongan were a bed, loro blonyo131 , statues, gebyok

132

130

and Javanese’s keraton

A village where the Goddess Sri visited during her search for her brother, Sadana.

131

Javanese couple statues, depicting the Goddess Sri and Sadono (other versions of the couple Sri and
Wisnu) symbolising harmony and love.

83

style chandeliers. The Krobongan style was often adopted for Javanese traditional wedding
ceremony decorations, however the loro blonyo statues were not shown as the wedding aisle
decoration, instead the position of loro blonyo statues were replaced by the bride and groom
dressed like loro blonyo, depicting Goddess Sri and her consort (Budiwiyanto 2009). Peacock
feathers were usually placed next to loro blonyo to enhance the magical ambience of the

Krobongan (Budiwiyanto 2009).

Figure 67. The Krobongan at Puro Mangkunegaran Figure 68. Detail of Loro Blonyo Statues and
Palace, year unknown, tables, chandelier, bedding Gebyok from the Surakarta kraton Palace, 2012,
set, loro blonyo, curtain, rug, jars, gebyok, Surakarta, courtesy of Tjoen Sojourner.
Surakarta, Courtesy of Joglosemar.

The Sacrificial and Offering House
In the paddy fields, the special sacred place made for the Goddess Sri looks like a small
house, the a size of birdhouse and set at the height of woman’s belly from the ground. These
houses were built with natural materials such as palm leaves or bamboo, and believed to call
in the ‘Goddess Sri’ spirit for the sake of ‘fertility’ of the paddy and human prosperities. All of
the pictures below show the sacrificial houses and offerings for recalling the spirit of the
Goddess Sri in paddy fields located in Central Java.
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Gebyok: wooden exterior house wall (Robson and Wibisono 2002, p235).
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Figure 69. Sacrificial ‘House’ for Worshipping Goddess Sri in KarangAnyar, Central Java, no date,
courtesy of Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam, Netherland.

Figure 70. Offering House for Goddess Sri that was built after Rice Harvest, 1935, courtesy of
Veldhuisen-Djajasoebrata

Figure 71. ‘Mapag Sri’ Ceremony: The Ceremony of 'Picking up' Goddess Sri for the Sake of
Agricultural Fertility, in Semarang, Central Java, 1910, courtesy of Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam,
Netherland.
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The Goddess Sri and her narrative are artistic references that convey my critique of the
misrepresentation of women divines in Indonesian painting, especially the disappearance of
Goddess Sri figures in Java post Islamic influences. The placement of the Goddess Sri figure
and/or the objects that are associated with the Goddess Sri in my installation were also
intended to link my work to the spirit of women’s empowerment of the 1970’s from the
second wave of feminism art practice in the west. As the Goddess Sri was an important
female figure behind the Javanese Mitoni ritual and society, it was crucial to include her
narrative in my installation. The Goddess Sri linked ritual, textile and socio-cultural issues.

The Weaving Tradition and Goddess Mythologies
As with most of the textile traditions in the world , the lurik making in Java was associated
133

with women’s activities (Martowikrido 1994). In my field trip to the site of lurik weaving in
Cawasan village, April 2011, I found the weavers and spinners of the lurik were women. The
men assisted them with ‘heavier’ tasks such as repairing the weaving equipment.

In Java, men and women’s tasks were
complementary as anthropologist Michael
Hitchcock (1985) has noted. As the
Cawasan village area was mostly populated
with Muslims, it was common to see that
men performed the heavier tasks in the

lurik weaving workshop. Hitchcock noted
that only in the Muslim areas of Indonesia
did the men perform “the heavier tasks”
(Hitchcock 1985, p17).
Figure 72. Javanese Spinner, circa 1925,
courtesy of KITLV website, Netherland

The association between the lurik weaving and women in Java was also expressed in Sir
Thomas Stamford Raffles’ writing, which was cited in the textile anthropologist Rens
Heringa’s book ‘Nini Towok’s Spinning Wheel: Cloth and The Cycle of Life in Kerek, Java’
(2010). Raffles wrote:
“In every cottage there is a spinning-wheel and loom […]. The operations of spinning and
weaving are confined exclusively to the women, who from the highest to the lowest ranks
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I came to this conclusion after reading historian Beverly Gordon’s book ‘Textiles: The Whole Story’
(2011) and textile scholar Mary Schoeser ‘s book ‘Textiles: The Art of Mankind’ (2012).
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prepare the cloths […] of their families. Coloured cottons are distinguished into luri’ […], those
in which the yarn is dyed previously for weaving ”
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(Raffles quoted in Heringa 2010, p10)

Raffles’ statement above thus highlighted women’s important contribution in society,
producing family’s primary needs
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in Java. Through his statement, Raffless also produced

evidence that the activity of lurik weaving was regarded as an inclusive tradition of women in
Java, regardless of their status in the Javanese society. I quote Raffless’ writing “the women,
who from the highest to the lowest ranks prepare the [lurik woven] cloths […] of their families”
(Raffles quoted in Heringa 2010, p10), which shows the inclusivity of this tradition. The
inclusivity of lurik weaving was practiced regardless of a woman’s status in the Javanese
social hierarchy, and was thus connected to the spirit of Javanese syncretism conveyed in
the Mitoni ritual. Moreover, there was a Javanese proverb ‘ajining raga ana ning busana’
(Endraswara 2010, p169) meaning ‘human dignity lies in their clothing’.136 This indicates the
importance of clothing and cloths in Javanese’s life.
Another example was demonstrated by the fact that lurik was related to ritual and Javanese
women’s practice. It was the connection that entwined the Goddess Sri (Dewi Sri) folktales
with lurik cloths. Introducing the premise that the Goddess Sri was a single figure, I expanded
my research of the Goddess Sri myths and folktales into the West Java area. It was written
that in West Java, the Goddess Sri was known as Nyi Pohaci Sanghyang Asri, and her role
was the “protector of rice cultivation” and “the patron goddess of clothing made from natural
material” (Veldhuisen-Djajasoebrata 1988, p15). The story about Nyi Pohaci or also known as
‘Ni Pohaci’ also featured by Indonesian anthropologist Wahyono Martowikrido in his book

‘Lurik: History, Function and Its Meaning for Society’ (Lurik: Sejarah, Fungsi dan Artinya bagi
Masyarakat) (1994, pp42-44).
The myth about the creation of weaving in Nyi Pohaci’s folktale in West Java starts: “Nyi

Pohaci who resided in the world of the Gods, meditated about the life of humanity and how
she might serve the welfare of people” (Veldhuisen-Djajasoebrata 1988, p15). Later after Nyi
Pohaci knew what she wanted, she asked Raden Tanjung to pick her “a diamond fruit which
137
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Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles was the Lieutenant-Governor of Java during 1811-1815. Heringa (2010)
quoted this statement from The History of Java [1817] 1978. The term luri’ in his statement refers to the
lurik cloth (Heringa 2010).
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In Java and Indonesia, there is proverb of ‘Sandang, Pangan, Papan’ that translates as: ‘cloths [or
clothing], foods and shelter’. This proverb positioned ‘cloth [or clothing]’ as the first priority before food
and shelter.
136

I literally translated this proverb into English.
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Raden Tanjung is a male character that later became the ancestor of the Sundanese (VeldhuisenDjajasoebrata1988, p15).
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grew there on the tree with silver leaves” . During the journey to find the ‘diamond’ fruit,
138

Raden Tanjung faced many obstacles, but he survived “stinging wasps”, a python, a
rhinoceros which blocked his way, “shining beetles” and “a tiger that crossed his path”
(Veldhuisen-Djajasoebrata 1988, p15). Raden Tanjung returned to Nyi Pohaci who then
opened the diamond fruit. The “white tufts” then spread from the fruit (VeldhuisenDjajasoebrata 1988, p15). Using these white tufts, Nyi Pohaci wove the cloth and sacrificed
her body to become the first loom. As Nyi Pohaci believed the Goddess Sri’s version of
West Java, then this story led to the analogy that Goddess Sri had a strong relationship to
the myths of the history of weaving while lurik cloth itself was a kind of woven textiles.
139
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In this folktale of Nyi Pohaci, the animals that bothered Raden Tanjung were thus related both
to the Javanese society and also to traditional textiles (Veldhuisen-Djajasoebrata 1988). The
skin of the python was regarded as similar in pattern to the Javanese cinde
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textile pattern

designs. Meanwhile, the pattern of the skin of the tiger that crossed Raden Tanjung’s path
was “worshipped and feared” and “rendered by the native cloth called lurik in Central Java
and poleng in west Java” (Veldhuisen –Djajasoebrata 1988, p16). Both in the folktale Sri and

Sadana [or Sadono] version in Central Java and fokltale of Nyi Pohaci, the Goddess Sri turned
into a paddy field snake (Veldhuisen-Djajasoebrata 1988, p15).
In another folktale of Sri and Sadana, a version from Central Java, the Goddess Sri was said
to have been transformed into a paddy-field snake (Indonesian bahasa: ular sawah) (Purwadi,
2010). Meanwhile, her brother - Sadana was transformed into a swallow bird (Indonesian

bahasa: walet) (Purwadi 2010). Interestingly, there was also a ‘textile-related’ part to this SriSadana narrative, the Goddess Sri advised Kyai Wrigu to encircle Wrigu’s house with lawe
yarn (Javanese name of cotton yarn for making lurik). It was written that the Goddess Sri
advised this lawe to encircle the house to protect Wrigu’s newborn baby from evil and the
demons that wanted to kill and steal his baby (Purwadi 2010). This lawe encircling reminded
me of the encircling lurik cloths on the mother’s belly in the Mitoni ritual. This encircling
process was to protect the baby in the womb. According to the textile historian Beverly
Gordon (2011), the activity of encircling textile or yarns on the human body or onto a
respectful object was also adopted in the performance of sacred rituals in many cultures
worldwide as symbols of protection.
142
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I assumed it referred to the kapok tree, which produced cotton (Javanese: lawe) for weaving the lurik.
Martowikrido (1994) also wrote that the diamond (intan) fruit from that three produced cotton for making
yarn (p43).
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This strengthens my assumption that this fruit was referred to as cotton fruit.
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“her thighs became the supports for the warp beam, her upper arm the roller, her ribs the comb”
(Veldhuisen-Djajasoebrata 1988, p15).
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Cinde was known as pelangi or tritik and was also the name of a pattern of Javanese batik.
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He was an elder in Wiranta village: that was one of the places that the Goddess Sri had visited in the
journey of searching for her brother Sadana.
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The myth and folklore embedded in ritual help to construct the sacred ambience and attach a
ritual narrative within the textile. The metaphor of ‘cloth-making’ as a “life-giving” and “lifecreation activity” are cited in many myths and fairytales throughout the world
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(Gordon

2011, p38). The “immortal” character that created ‘life’ in these folk stories, usually depicted
as goddesses were portrayed as “spinners and weavers” (Gordon 2011, p38). Gordon’s
writing regarding the image of the goddess as spinner and weaver highlighted the
connections between goddess, myths, weaving and textiles. According to Gordon (2011),
many of the goddesses in the world associated with weaving, were also associated with
magic and fertility (p38). The universality of the sacred quality in ‘weaving’ artefacts engaged
the viewers in my own installation.
In my research, I also explored the connection between goddess, myths, weaving and textiles
through a study of the Goddess Sri. By evoking sacredness and a magic ambience through
the introduction of the Javanese goddess figure into my installation my intention was to
introduce a traditional Javanese woman into a divine role, to generate the audience’s
empathy, to engage the audience’s familiarity and to recall the viewers’ sacred experience.
Moreover, the association between goddess figures with weaving, life giving, magic and
sacredness (Gordon 2011), was similar to the Javanese pre-Islamic era, when the belief in
the Goddess Sri was worshipped and had a pivotal role in Javanese society.

Figure 73. The Use of Traditional Textile in Temple for Worshipping Goddess Sri, circa 1930, Bali,
courtesy KITLV Netherland
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Gordon (2011) drew an example of: Goddess Amaterasu (Japan); Ananse (West Africa); Ariadne
(Ancient Crete); Athene, Penelope and Moirae (Greece); Frigg and Norns (Norse); Biliku (Bengal),
Holda (Germany);Isis and Nit (Egypt); Ixchel (Mexico and Guatemala); Maya (Hindu); Saule (Baltic); Si
Boru Deak Parujar (Batak, Indonesia), spider woman (native American cultures); Takutsi Nakawe
(mexico), Virgin Mary (Europe/Middle East) (Gordon 2011, p42).
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As explained in the previous section, in West Java, the Goddess Sri (who is named, as ‘Nyi

Pohaci’) was a weaver who was worshipped for human’s prosperity. In Central Java, the
Goddess Sri was the goddess of rice (rice was also often depicted as a metaphor of
Javanese’s human life) as well as a goddess of fertility, and was praised in Central Javanese
traditional life-passage ritual ceremonies. In Bali, the Balinese traditional woven textile was
also used in the temple for worshipping the Dewi Sri - Goddess Sri (1930); this visual
reference from KITLV (Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde or Royal Institute
of Linguistics and Anthropology) The Netherlands (figure 73) also confirms that in the past,
there was a strong relationship between the Goddess Sri, the woven cloth and the weaving
tradition.
Furthermore, the connection between textiles and fertility was also connected to the myth
that textiles generate magical protective power for pregnancy and birth (Gordon 2011) . As
144

textiles play “multiple roles” in the spiritual experience, textiles became a strong symbol in
ritual as well as a significant medium in society (Gordon 2011, pp41-42). Textile also believed
to deliver and enact the spiritual power in myths and rituals (Gordon 2011). In the Mitoni
ritual, the lurik cloth was believed to protect and save both mother and her baby in the womb.
The repetitive action of encircling lurik around the woman’s body in the Mitoni was a
metaphor of protection; meanwhile the patterns in the lurik cloth contained symbols of prayer
and expectations of the family.
In regard to the relationship between textiles, beliefs and women, Gordon’s (2011) study
about Wixarika
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textiles was able to offer an insight. Gordon (2011) wrote: “it was the loom

that helped individuals escape from their ordinary limitation of time and space” (Gordon
2011, p40). The word ‘escape’ has a strong connotation as it might refer to an oppressed or
‘unwanted situation’ but led to the ‘excitement’ that could pass the limit of “time and space”
(Gordon 2011, p40). The investment of labor, time and craft skills on weaving became an
opportunity for women to explore and experiment with visual ideas (Gordon 2011). Thus,
through this labor investment in weaving, the prayer and their spiritual engagement was
transformed into a form of visual production; even beadwork weaving could be seen as a
“graphic form of prayer” (Jones cited in Gordon 2011, p226)
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. Gordon’s argument

regarding the connections between women and belief above, led me to link lurik cloth and
Javanese women’s tradition. Referencing Gordon (2011), lurik can be seen as a reflection of
Javanese women’s creativity. As the lurik cloths contain sacred prayers, the lurik patterns
and structures can be considered as ‘a graphic form of prayer’ as in the Wixarika textile.
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Gordon mentioned traditions in Bethlehem, Himalaya, Mayan and Germany, which connected textiles
to the fertility, birth, pregnancy and cycle of life (see Gordon 2011, pp41-42).
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An ethnic group in Mexico.
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This was ethnographer William Jones’s conclusion after interviewing bead workers in Navajo, 1903
(Gordon 2011, p226).
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When the Javanese regarded lurik as a medium or vessel of prayer, then values that were
shared between the maker and the user of lurik served both a functional but also spiritual
purpose. The process of encircling lurik on pregnant woman connected the beliefs and
prayers that were shared in the process of making the lurik. The lurik, the making of lurik and
the use of lurik were thus connected to society communicating its social values. Scholar
Gillian Elinor (1989) noted that the “shared intimacy with the materials between maker and
user, making craftwork a specifically social activity“ (p30). As I have explained earlier in this
section, myths of weaving and the figures of the goddess as a universal life giving metaphor
opened the possibility to draw the viewers’ connection to my installation and the attached
socio-cultural issues, regardless of the viewers’ cultural background.

The Gradual Disappearance of the Goddess Sri (Dewi Sri) and
Misrepresentations of the Javanese Female in the Visual Arts
In 1478, there was a civil war, which forced the capital from the Brantas River Mojokerto
East Java, into Daha, an area near Kediri city, East Java (Irvine 205, p7). When Daha was
destroyed by Demak- a North Coast Islamic Kingdom in the 1520s, the rule of the kingdom of
Majapahit had ended in the early of 1500 (Irvine 205, p7). It was the great Islamic
proselytisers (wali ) who overtook the role of previous Brahman priests in Java as “spiritual
147

advisers” to local rulers (Irvine 2005, p7). As explained by Hitchcock (1985) the power of
Hinduism was declining when Islam
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“spread inland from the coast” (p10). This fact of the

decline in Hindu influence explains why it was really difficult for me to find Goddess Sri statues
in Java prior and during my field research in 2011.
In some Indonesian illustrations I found during my research, the Goddess Sri figures in
illustration and paintings were bigger in size and proportion in comparison to humans. Her
skin was depicted as fair, unlike most Javanese women. She was dressed in traditional
colorful clothes or traditional Javanese dress. Her face was oval and with an ideal [slim] body.
Most of the Goddess Sri figures were depicted on the paddy field site.
Muchtarom’s paintings Dewi Sri (1999) (figure 74 and figure 75) depicted Goddess Sri
Abdullah’s style of Javanese mythical South Queen - Nyai Roro Kidul (1950). Wearing tight
cleavage-peeking tops and goddess’s style gowns with flowing seductive long hair.
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In Java, there were nine great wali called ‘wali songo’ were believed to be the precursors of Islam.

148 According to Hitchcock (1985) had been brought by “Southern Arabian and Muslim Indian traders”
(p10).
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Figure 74. Muchtarom 1999,

Figure 75. Muchtarom 1999,

Dewi Sri (The Goddess Sri),

Dewi Sri (The Goddess Sri), oil on

oil on canvas.

canvas.

Painter Soedibio painted Goddess Sri in graceful poses, using soft palate colors and delicate
decorations. The size of Goddess Sri was depicted as bigger than human. Even though the
size of Goddess Sri in Soedibio’s painting was gigantic, the notion of femininity emerged from
the pose, the brush stroke, the colors, the embellishment and the decoration from these

Dewi Sri paintings. Soedibio’s Goddess Sri was shown to have wings, which informed the
viewer that she had the ability to fly.

Figure 76. Soedibio 1990s Dewi Sri Goddess of

Figure 77. Soedibio 1974 Dewi Sri

Rice, oil on canvas.

Goddess of Rice, oil on canvas.
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The most extravagant artworks in the late
two decades that were inspired by Goddess
Sri are the Sanghyang Sri Nyi Pohaci (2003)
by ceramicist Widayanto. Sanghyang Sri Nyi

Pohaci (2003) a series of artworks that
consisted of 30 sculptures and 30 paintings
of Goddess Sri. Marking the success of the
exhibition, all 30 sculpture and 22 paintings
of Goddess Sri were sold on the first day of
Figure 78. Widayanto, F 2003, Sanghyang Sri Nyi
exhibition (Sulistiyo 2003).
Pohaci,

ceramic

sculptures

installation,

Galeri

Nasional, Central Jakarta.

Unlike Muchtarom and Soedibio, the
Goddess Sri figures in Widayanto’s work
were not wearing tight tube tops;
instead they were stylishly dressed with
tight luxurious kebaya – the Indonesian
national tops for women. The Goddess
Sri figures in Widayanto’s series were
very sophisticated, fashionable, urban,
carefully embellished and decorated.
Widayanto’s version of Goddess Sri in
this glamorous way, in my opinion, has
dissociated

Goddess

Sri

from

her

Figure 79. Widayanto, F 2003 Srikalaswati from

original image as an earthy, village-

exhibition Sanghyang Sri Nyi Pohaci, ceramic sculptures

friendly and humble woman in the

installation, Galeri Nasional, Central Jakarta.

existing myths and folklores.

During my field trip in Semarang (2011), I found two folktale books of Dewi Sri (Goddess Sri).
Two of them were illustrated with Goddess Sri figures and both of them depicted Goddess Sri’s
size bigger than human. In Soekardi and Syahbudin’s book (figure 51) the Goddess Sri wore a
tube top and Majapahit’s style accessories as in Muchtarom’s and Soedibio’s paintings. In
Riyanto’s book (figure 52) the Goddess Sri was illustrated as a woman wearing a kebaya top,
and flies from the sky.
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Figure 80. Dharma 2003, Cerita Rakyat Jawa

Figure 81. Jaid, H.e. 2008, The Legend of Dewi

Tengah (Central Javanese Folktale: Goddess Sri

Sri, Book Cover Illustration

Folktale), Book Cover Illustration

Different from her versions in the paintings and illustrations, the classic Goddess Sri Goddess
Sri statues were mostly topless. Her face was round and she had a peaceful expression. They
depicted her in the pose of sitting or standing. The Goddess Sri statue is even printed on the
ten rupiahs Indonesian bank notes (1952).

Figure 82. Goddess Sri Statue 1913, stone,
Candi Barong (Barong temple), Yogyakarta,
online archive.

Figure 83. Goddess Sri Statue 19201930, stone, Tropenmuseum
collections, Amsterdam, Netherland.

94

Figure 84. A Statue of Goddess Sri, Candi Belahan

Figure 85. Statue of Goddess Lakshmi, (Belahan

(Belahan Temple), East Java.

temple), East Java.

Figure 86. Indobanknotes 1952 Goddess Sri Statue’s Picture is implemented in Ten Rupiah Bank Note.

In discussing the interrelationships between religion, society and art practice, it is important
to re-visit the Javanese history timeline when the Islamic influence spread to Java during the
16th century and there was a gradually shifting visual art and craft practice (Irvine 2005).
Realistic representations of humans and animals were forbidden in the Hadith . Traditional
149

realistic depictions, influenced by the Hindu-Buddhism religion, were adapted into stylised and
abstracted figures . The visualisation and concept of the Goddess Sri (Dewi Sri) - the divinity
150

of the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloth and the central figures for most of Javanese traditional
rituals were at odds with Islamic doctrines. Islamic beliefs centre on the single power of Allah

Subhanahu Wa Ta'ala – the Almighty God, so that representing any other figure that
associated with a divine power was seen as the greatest sin and was therefore strongly

149

See footnote number 90 Hadith and visual art depictions.

Wayang is one of Javanese puppet traditions that incorporate Islamic rules (Irvine 2005). As popular
folklore tradition, walis (proselytisers) use wayang as a medium of Islamic propagation and encourage
modifying the visual character and design of wayang. The wayang that were originally depicted as
human, were stylised, simplified and abstracted to separate them from human and animal representations.
150
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forbidden . As Java’s occupancy by fanatical Muslims has increased, the Goddess Sri figures
151

have been taken away. Goddess Sri was often depicted as a realistic female human-like figure
and was related to goddess worshipping. Goddess Sri was also inspired by Hinduism
tradition. The fact that Hindu Brahmin priests fled to Bali soon after the Hindu kingdom
Majapahit was conquered by the Islamic Demak kingdom in the early 16

th

century

(Koentjaraningrat 1975), explains why it was very easy to find monumental Goddess Sri
statues in Bali while it was extremely difficult to find Goddess Sri figures installed in the cities
in Java . The disappearance of Goddess Sri in Java may be linked to the Hindus mass
152

migration from Java.
Relating the decline of Javanese mysticism to the arrival of Islam in Java, art historian Astri
Wright wrote that the “Javanese mysticism”

153

(Javanism) [which is at the core of the worship

of Goddess Sri], has changed over the centuries, markedly “since the arrival of Islam” (Wright
1994, p79). When the political ruler was changed from the Hindu Majapahit Kingdom to the
Islamic Demak kingdom, the visual art presentation in Java was affected. The politicisation of
religion existed in Indonesia for many centuries, not only during the New Order (1966-1998)
and Reformation (1998-now) era. This politicisation of religion has long affected visual art in
society and public display.
The fact that the Goddess Sri character was famous [even worshipped] in the pre-Islamic era
and has faded since Islam spread in Java, has led to the hypothesis that the Goddess Sri
figure might be hidden due to the political situation and the former Javanese powerful ruler. I
speculated that the disappearance of the Goddess Sri figure in the recent Mitoni practice in
Central Java was also because of the growth of patriarchal conditions during the rise of Islam
as a major religion in Java (see previous section). My argument is that, the story and figure of
the Goddess Sri might be hidden from Javanese society because of the religious purification
in Java, as the original Javanese belief system adopted syncretism, which should not have
had any issues with Goddess Sri worship or her literal appearance. I am concerned that the
disappearance of Goddess Sri’s story from the Mitoni practice is taking away the connection
between a valuable gendered myth and the importance of the Mitoni ritual in Javanese
society.

151

Surah Al-Ikhlas "Say: He is Allah, The One and Only. Allah, the Eternal, Absolute.” “He begets not,
nor is He begotten. And there is none like unto Him." [Al-Qur’an 112:1-4] Surah Al-nisa "Allah forgives
not. Those partners should be set up. With Him; but He forgives anything else, to whom He pleases; to
set up Partners with Allah. Is to devise a sin most heinous indeed."[Al-Qur’an 4:48] "Allah forgives not
(The sin of) joining other gods. With Him; but He forgives. Whom He pleases other sins. Than this: one
who joins other Gods with Allah, has strayed far, far away (From the Right)." [Al-Qur’an 4:116] (Naik
2013, as pubished in http://www.islam101.com/tauheed/conceptofGod.htm, accessed 12/3/2013).
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Personal observation conducted in Java from year 2000 -2011.
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Also known as kebatinan (spiritualism) and Kejawen (Javanism), according to Astri Wright (1994)
also defined as ‘Javanese science’ or ‘philosophy’ (p78).
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The evidence for the socio-political and cultural shifts in depicting the Goddess figure was also
found in the Goddess depiction in Indonesian art pre 1970s, during the rule of the first
Indonesian president Sukarno (1945-1965). According to Wright (1994) during this
Sukarno period there was a process of ‘secularising’ and ‘sexualising’ the Goddess

154

in

Indonesian visual art (p126). Sukarno was a president who loved, supported and collected art
(Soekarno and Adams 1965). He was also known as a polygamous president who had love
affairs with several beautiful Indonesian and foreign women prior to and during his ruling
presidency (Soekarno and Adams 1965). Thus, not surprisingly, during the Sukarno era,
Indonesian paintings of sexual poses or naked beautiful women as objects were favoured

155

(Wright 1994). It became evident that the national political situation and the ruler of the
government influenced the development of Indonesian arts. During Sukarno’s rule, the
secularisation and sexualisation in Indonesian paintings pre 1970s not only happened to the
goddess figures, but also to the figures of the mythical queen and other female characters
from folklore. It was evident that the powerful women figures in Javanese myths and folklores
have been de-politicised through secularisation and sexualisation through the works of
painter Basuki Abdullah and painter Agus Djaya. Abdullah was one of Sukarno’s favourite
artists (Wright 1994). Sukarno also collected the work of painter Agus Djaya.
In the painting Djoko Tarub (1940-1960),
Abdullah painted nymphs from traditional
Javanese folklore Djoko Tarub. The original
folklore of Djoko Tarub told the story of the
seven nymphs from paradise who went to
earth and had a shower in the river. The
Javanese man named Djoko stole one of
nymphs’ magical cloths and hid it, so one
nymph who owned that cloth could not go
home to paradise with her friends. The issue in
this painting was the way Abdullah painted the
nymphs with very seductive sexual poses and
gestures. This painting represents Abdullah’s
Figure 87. Abdullah, B. 1940-1960 Djoko

perspective in seeing women as sexual

Tarub, oil on canvas, courtesy of Indonesian

objects.

Visual Art Archive (IVAA).

154 Wright reaches this conclusion after several examinations. The most obvious evidence of this
condition is the painting of goddesses and women by Indonesian artists that were published in the first
Indonesian president Sukarno’s art collection publications. The goddess was depicted as an object that
satisfied the male gaze, such as depicted in the work of Basuki Abdullah (1950s) and Agus Djaya
(1950s).
155 Soekarno’s art collection publication was dominated by paintings of beautiful women as objects, some
of them posing nude.
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In the painting The Battle between Rahwana and

Djataju in the Abduction of Sita (1950s) Abdullah has
depicted a scene from Rama-Sita mythology. Abdullah
painted the female Sita figure (note: Sita is the
incarnation of Goddess Sri) as a resigned, helpless,
weak and pale woman, while he depicted the
antagonist male character Rahwana as the muscular
strong, powerful man. This depiction is injustice
because Sita’s original character is a strong and
faithful woman (Irvine 2005).
Figure 88. Abdullah, B 1950s, The Battle
between Rahwana and Djataju in the
Abduction of Sita, oil on canvas.

Abdullah’s other painting ‘Janoko bertapa’ (Janoko in Meditation), portrayed women as
figures who seduce men. The main character in this painting is Janoko - a Javanese heroic
male figure in the wayang story. He depicted Janoko as being seduced by beautiful sexy
princesses during his meditation. Similarly with his Djoko Tarub painting, the poses of
princesses depicted by Abdullah in this painting, represents a particular male’s perspective
that sees women as sexual objects.

Figure 89. Abdullah, B. 1940-1960, Janoko bertapa (Janoko in Meditation), oil in canvas online archive.
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The figure of Nyai Roro Kidul – the sacred mystical
queen of Javanese South Sea was also turned into a
type of “high-fashion sex goddess” in Abdullah’s
painting (Wright 1994, p125). Nyai Roro Kidul in
Abdullah’s painting (1950s) wears a low cut tight
top with a glamorous pearl necklace draping on her
cleavage. This version of Nyai Roro Kidul highlighted
her beautiful physical appearance and sexuality
instead of showing her power in mystical world of
Javanese South Sea kingdom.
Figure 90. Abdullah, B. 1950s Nyai Roro
Kidul, oil on canvas, online archive.

In the similar era of the 1950s, painter Agus Djaya also
painted Queen Nyai Roro Kidul as curvaceous “Indianized
Goddess” with emphasise on her “bulging breast” (Wright
1994, p125). Djaya’s version of Nyai Roro Kidul (1950s)
was not sacred as a common Indian goddess, instead the
figure of Nyai Roro Kidul was sexually inviting. He painted
a seductive glance in Nyai Roro Kidul’s eyes. Djaya
showed his intention to highlight Roro Kidul’s figure as a
teaser woman, ignoring Roro Kidul’s original core quality
as a sacred lady who powerfully ruled the Javanese south
sea.
Figure 91. Djaya, A. 1950s, Nyai
Roro Kidul, oil on canvas.

One of Indonesian New Art Movement founders Jim Supangkat has created “the most
controversial” version of Ken Dedes – the queen of Javanese Majapahit kingdom from the
14 century” (Miklouho-Maklai 1991, p30). Ken Dedes is “symbol of feminine beauty, purity
th

and magical power” (Miklouho-Maklai 1991, p30). Supangkat depicted Ken Dedes’s head and
shoulder in the classical version of a Javanese conventional sculpture, but substituting Ken

Dedes’s body from breast to toe with a ‘comic’ style, suggesting that she is ‘a prostitute’
(Miklouho-Maklai 1991, p30).
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Figure 92. Supangkat, J. 1975, Ken Figure 93. Supangkat, J. 1975, Ken Dedes (detail), plaster, wood,
Dedes, plaster, wood, marker pen, marker pen, paint, SAM Singapore.
paint, SAM Singapore.

Supangkat’s Ken Dedes has received harsh criticism from the Indonesian curator Kusnadi,
who accused his e Ken Dedes to be an “artistic disgrace of Indonesian culture” (MiklouhoMaklai 1991, p62). However, according to Miklouho-Maklai (1991), another Indonesian
curator Sudarmadji defends Supangkat’s Ken Dedes, explaining that the artist’s strategy was
towards a deconstruction. According to Sudarmaji, Ken Dedes’s head in Supangkat’s work
was borrowed as a medium, so that the “new vision was allowed the use of any material or
object, finished or second-hand, instead of being restricted to line, colour, space, and so on”
(Miklouho-Maklai 1991, p64). Miklouho-Maklai (1991) added that through depicting a radical
version of Ken Dedes, Supangkat has “addressed constructs of social reality”, through “the
use of traditions of representation” taken from “two apparently disconnected and
contradictory sets of cultural and esthetic value” (p64). In other words, Supangkat binds the
contemporary idea with cultural tradition together to raise a political point.
Responding to Supangkat’s Ken Dedes, I have a dual view. On one side, I agree with the
importance of breaking the stagnancy in Indonesian art practice. On the other side
Supangkat’s Ken Dedes leaves me with a critical question. Why does Supangkat (who is a
male artist) need to select a respectful female figure over a male one? Using a male, a king
or a god figure, also can represent the ‘prostitution’. The fact that Supangkat chose a
Javanese queen over a king figure raises my suspicion. The dishonor and misrepresentation
of Javanese goddesses, female divines and mythical queens in these paintings and sculptures
encouraged me to draw inspiration from places where Goddess Sri was worshipped and
treated respectfully.
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Conclusion
The Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths hold a symbolised prayer in its physical acts and pattern. The
lurik cloth is the most important cloth in Mitoni ceremony. The important contribution of

Mitoni ritual and Lurik cloths in Javanese history and society is the way this ceremony links
the past and the present in the Javanese society, the way the facilitation of the ceremony
accommodates the cultural and religious differences through syncretism and the way the
ceremony connects Javanese society over generations by a virtue, myth and belief to their
ancestors. Another important contribution of Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths is it makes evident
the importance of woman’s status and position in Javanese society in the past. Through
analysing participant observation, interviews and site observations, a deep understanding of a
complex relationship between ritual, traditional textile, woman and politic have been
discussed. This understanding revealed how the relationship between Mitoni, lurik the
Goddess Sri (Dewi Sri) is related with Indonesian politics, which then impacted on and
contributed to the decline of Mitoni ritual practice and lurik cloth production, and impacting
on the representation of Goddess in the works of some Indonesian male artists.
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Chapter Three
The Salient Practices

In this chapter, I explore the connections between ritual, installation art and textiles through
investigating the practice of installation arts that utilise rituals and textiles as political
statements for the discussion of socio-cultural issues and for pursuing changes in society.
These political practices of using ritual and textiles in installation arts were shown in the work
of female artists from the second wave of feminism and women artists from Asia. The
exploration into installation arts by the second wave of feminist artists and Asian artists were
an important part of the process in contextualising the installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the

Stitches of Lament’ into a broader discussion of established installation art practices that
utilised narratives of ritual and textile. The study undertaken in this chapter gives an insight
into ritualistic and textile practices in installation, including the use of goddess mythology
narratives, ceremonial materials and cultural textiles as personal and political strategies in
discussing social, cultural and political dimensions in installation art.
I propose that my installation is a form of critical response toward Indonesian socio-cultural
change through featuring materials, imageries, forms, space arrangement and figures from
the Mitoni and its associated narratives. The forms were taken from the fragmented
narratives in the Mitoni ritual and in Indonesia were considered to be a political act. These
forms have the potential to incite society’s criticism as they can be accused of being a lost
practice of religion. Moreover, references to the female divine figure of Goddess Sri, who is
the central of figure in the Mitoni ritual worshipped in the past, was also potentially sensitive if
presented in the current Indonesian public realm. The second wave of feminist artists also
engaged in ritualistic practice or referenced ritual in their installations. Many of them utilised
ritual together with textile, to generate more political power in their installation arts.
Artists have used installation art as a mode of art practice for almost a century , but it was
156

the feminism art movement in the 1970s that established installation art practice achieving

Rosenthal (2003) noted that the 1920s era was a fruitful moment for the practice of installation art
(Rosenthal 2003), he highlighted the practice of several groups during that era, such as Bauhaus
experimentations, Russian ‘constructivists’ and the Holland-based group ‘De Stijl’. However, Bishop
(2005) wrote that installation art pioneered in the early twentieth century was an artwork from the 30’s
‘The Merzbau’ (Hannover, 1932) by the artist Kurt Hermann Eduard Karl Julius Schwitters (1887 –

156
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the function of art beyond art’s sake

157

- which engaged socio-cultural issues within art and

demonstrated artists’ social conscience from the perspectives of women. Women artists
from the second wave of feminism and Asian female artists have demonstrated that the
‘personal is political’ by creating social sculptures through installation art. I considered these
women artists’ practice as forms of social sculpture because they use ritualistic or textile
features in their installation art as forms of social and political activisms (Arahmaiani);
exposing neglected narratives of the culture and society (Sheela Gowda) and as a mechanism
of healing personal and social wounds (Kimsooja, Arahmaiani, Sheela Gowda).

The Personal is Political
In this thesis, I have used the term of

‘political’ in order to highlight artists’ ability to

transform ritual and/or textile into a powerful artistic form in contemporary art. In terms of
art practice, the word ‘politic’ also refers to a strategic approach to activate empowerment in
discussing personal, social and cultural dimensions in art practice. The word ‘politic’ that I
used here is referring to ‘power relationship’ .
158

During the development of feminist art the slogan ‘the personal is political’ by the liberation
activist Carol Hanisch (1969) was widely echoed, borrowed, interpreted and transformed as
a feminist art slogan in 1970’s era (Broude and Garrard 1994; Phelan 2001). The use of
the slogan the ‘personal is political’ was used to interpret women artists’ work in western
Europe and America

159

as well as in the critical reading of Asian women’s art practice .
160

1948). Regarding this, Bishop (2005) mentioned ‘The Merzbau’ (1932) as the “precursor of installation
art” (Bishop 2005, p41).
157

See Brodsky and Olin (2008): feminist art “inspired by and responsive to social, cultural, scientific
and political conditions rather than art for art’s sake” (Brodsky and Olin 2008, p330).
158

Which is the same meaning as ‘political’ from the slogan the ‘personal is political’ by Carol Hanisch
(2006). In her blog, Hanisch stressed that the term ‘political’ that she employed in her essay, was strongly
related to “power relationship” rather than an association to an “electoral party” (Hanisch 2006).
159

Phelan’s ‘Art and Feminism’ (2001), Broude and Garard’s ‘The Power of Feminist Art: The American
Movement of the 1970s History and Impact’ (1994) and Cornelia Butler’s ‘Wack! Art and the Feminist
Revolution’(2007).
160

For example, Philippines art critic Mary V. Datuin (2006) and Ana P. Labrador (1996) used the
‘personal is political’ framework as one of several key concepts to examine Asian artists’ works in their
papers. Mary V Datuin (2006) Reclaiming the Southeast Asian Goddess: Examples from Contemporary
Art by Women (Phillipines, Thailand and Indonesia) (Datuin 2006, p119) and Ana P. Labrador: ‘Beyond
the Fringe: Making It as a Filipina Contemporary Artist’ (Labrador 1996, p89). Korean critic Hong-hee
Kim (2012) also recalled the use of the term the ‘personal is political’ through mentioning ”even where
personal was the political” in questioning the political dimensions in the art of two Korean women artists
‘Contemporary Korean Activist and Feminist Art’ in Paradoxa Feminist Journal vol 29 Trans Asia
(pp14-21).
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The emergence of the ‘politic of personal’ in visual art was believed to have a strong
relationship to a paper titled ‘The Personal is Political’
the major writings in a radical feminist’s anthology

161

by Carol Hanisch, published as one of

162

(Lippard 1980; Stein 1972, 2001).

Lippard (1980) noted that the interpretation of the term ‘the personal is political’ flowed and
was condensed in feminist art practices . Critic Judith Stein (1972, 2001) stated that the
163

emergence of feminist art was a contributing alternative approach in art practice, through
offering the use of a “specific event” and a “personal experience” in art practice (Stein 2001,
p297). Critic Peggy Phelan (2001) noticed that the term ‘the personal is political’ was
implemented in art when “‘personal stories’ began to be interpreted as the logical
consequence of much larger political structures” (Phelan 2001, p20). Phelan (2001) noted
that the “personal experiences” were also seen “anew as symptoms of a larger political
factor”, thus “this experience became inspirations for artworks […]” (Phelan 2001, p30).
Artist Martha Rosler (1980/2001) confirmed that the use of the ‘personal’ brings “the
consciousness of the larger [societies]”

164

(Rosler 2001, p96). From this, I concluded that the

phrase ‘the personal is political in art’; referred to the use of an artist’s personal experience
or ‘specific event’

165

that represented both the artist‘s point of view and the larger social

phenomenon corresponding with much larger political structures. In short, I concluded that
‘the personal is political’ included and exploited the politics of an artist’s own personal

161

The essay The Personal Is Political was written by Carol Hanisch, February, 1969. Hanisch explained
in her official blog (2006) that she didn’t title her paper as ‘the personal is political’. The title was
credited to Shulamith Firestone and Anne Koedt, as editors of ‘Notes from the Second Year: Women’s
Liberation’ (1970), an anthology of major writings by radical feminists.
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‘Notes from the ‘Second Year: Women’s Liberation’, edited by Shulamith Firestone and Anne Koedt
(1970).

163

Lippard explained “the feminist insistence that the personal (and thereby art itself) is political has, like
a serious flood, interrupted the mainstream’s flow, sending it off into hundreds of tributaries” (Lippard
1980, p362).

164

Within a more specific implementation of the ‘personal is political’ in art, critic Martha Rosler (2001)
agreed that ‘personal is political’ worked if “one [artist] brings the consciousness of larger, collective
struggle to bear on questions of personal life, in the sense of regarding the two spheres as both
dialectically opposed and unitary” (Rosler 2001, p96). Rosler also agreed that the ‘personal is political’
worked strategically if “one [artist] exposes to view the socially constrained elements with the supposed
realm of freedom of action-namely ‘the personal”, if “one [artist] is sensitive to the different situations of
people within society with respect to taking control of their private lives”, and if “we [as artists]
understand how to make this demand for the right to control our lives within the context of struggle for
control over the direction of society as a whole” (Rosler 2001, p96). Rosler would disagree if the term
‘personal is political’ was misused to justify the work that “simply insists on protecting one’s right to
autonomy and regards the triumph of personal politics as a publicly emancipatory act” and “urges
everyone to ‘free themselves’ or ‘change their lives’ (Rosler 2001, p96). Rosler underlined that “if
attention is narrowed down to the privatized tinkering with one’s solely private life, divorced from any
collective effort or public act, and simply goes on to name this personal concentration as political”, it is
definitely not the ‘personal is political’ (Rosler in Robinson 2001: 96). Rosler specifically continues: “For
art, this can mean doing work that looks like art has always looked, challenging little, but about which
one claims that it is political just because it was done by women”. Rosler pointed out that a lot of ‘these
claims’ had been stated by artists (Rosler 2001, p96).
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The term ‘specific event’ is borrowed from Judith Stein (2001, p297).
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experience, event or perspective to connect art into broader dimensions of human’s life, to
use art to interrogate life and its dimensions.
Sociologist Ethel Tobach (1994) argued that the political was related to social

166

and to

societal , because when “people come together to form societies” the process that resulted
167

was that of “politics” (Aristotle 1972 in Tobach 1994, p225). Tobach highlighted the notion
that the process of ‘the personal is political’ was a matter of ‘activity’. Tobach argued, “the
personal cannot become political without activity”, as the “activity is an integral part of
consciousness” (1994, p230). When “activity produces something”, thus the ‘important
stage’ has developed (1994, p230). Tobach continued: “the production of tangible evidence
of consciousness-raising is a powerful tool in the continuation of conscious activity to bring
about change” (1994, p230). The term ‘activity’ mentioned by Tobach (1994) could be
extended to the process of art making – that involves the ‘personal’ perspective of the artist.
In the case of Asian women artists’ work, the use of traditional ritual or textiles not only
expressed artistic taste or conveyed political content, but also expressed the desire to have a
real-life cultural and historical connection with the ritual or textiles in their personal lives. In
other words, the use of ritual and textile in installation was driven by an existing intimate
engagement between the artists and the cultural ritual and/or textiles. For example, Korean
artist Kimsooja (born 1957 in Taegu, South Korea) experienced a nomadic life as a South
Korean soldier’s daughter during her childhood and adolescence. During her life she
developed a form of artistic and political expression about impermanence. She worked with

‘bottari’ – a bundle wrap of Korean clothes, connecting the viewers to her real life through
textile material. Utilising bottari, Kimsooja evoked the sense of a nomadic lifestyle, sharing her
experience of transience. The use of bottari as a statement for an un-settled-life represented
her re-emplacement as a ‘nomad’ Korean migrant who was educated in France and who now
resides in New York.

Figure 94. Kimsooja, 1995 ‘Bottari', Yongyou

Figure 95. Kimsooja 2005, Bottari, Kewenig

Island, Coree.

Gallerie.
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Tobach (1994) defined social as the “interrelations of individuals to each other” (p225).

167

Societal refers to society – “a discontinuous level in the category of social behavior” (Tobach 1994,
p225).
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The bottari used by Korean society, to wrap
and pack stuffs, symbolized a readiness to
move to another place. According to critic
Sunjung Kim (2001), “The common function
of bottari is twofold. They are used for
official functions and ceremonies” and used
by “ordinary people to store, wrap and carry
things when on the move” (Kim 2001,
Figure 96. News1 2013, Bottari Uses in Korea

p138).

Indian artist Sheela Gowda (b 1957 in Badhravati India) has spent her life mostly in India. She
currently resides and works in Bangalore but exhibits her works internationally. As a native
Indian who has lived-in experience, she was witnessing conflicts arising from politics, and
social and cultural dimensions in India. She also witnessed and experienced the struggle of
being a woman in Indian. As a result, in response to these political, social and cultural
conflicts, Gowda became deeply obsessed with Indian Hindu’s ritual materials. They have the
potential to become political. Gowda was obsessed with Hindu ritual materials that strongly
related to her own Indian cultural background and she has the talent to convey Indian cultural
narratives. She explored a variety of unusual materials in her art making, such as cow-dung,

kumkum dyes, and incense. These materials were connected to issues of religious conflict
and the socio-cultural changes that occurred in India. In India, cow-dung was used as a biofuel for cooking. The process of transforming cow dung into bio-fuel in South India was an
activity of ‘domestic ritual’ a process managed by women on a daily basis (Millar 2004).

Figure 97. Gowda, S 1993, ‘Untitled’, installation of cow-dung, courtesy of Gallery Ske and Gallery
Chemoud, Bombay.
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Similarly, the incense production was a
local industry that was a major activity
for women in India. These laborers
were paid a very small wage (HuberSigwart 2012). The use of incense
was as an important ritual material for
religious purposes in India, and was
exported outside of India to developed
countries

to

compliment

‘leisure

Figure 98. The Making of Cow-dung Biofuel as a activities’ such as spa treatment and
Domestic Woman’s Activity in South India, courtesy of

aromatherapy.

AP photos.

The use of ritual and textiles as a personal political statement by an Asian women artist was
similar to the use of the ‘personal politic’ in the second wave feminist movement in the west.
However, the way these Asian artists interpreted ritual or textiles was drawn from their own
perspectives as Asian women, their personal experiences and their direct encounters with
ritual and ceremonial textiles. A real-life engagement with cultural ritual and textile thus
provided a deep, sensible and subtle statement of being an Asian woman. When these
statements were transferred into art, it contributed intimate yet political insights into
contemporary arts practice. The discussion in this section is, how Asian artists implement
the ‘personal is political’ slogan was useful in understanding the strategy of using personal
stories to engage viewers with the issues in society and multiple narratives of social, politics
and culture. Through this understanding, I connect my personal narratives with
entanglements of socio-political issues in Indonesia through using the Mitoni ritual and lurik
cloths in my installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stiches of Lament’ (2013). This can be
considered as an act of the ‘personal in political’.

Feminism in a Cultural Context
In Asia, the use of the term ‘feminism’ is problematic, as there is reluctance by Asian women
to define themselves as ‘feminist’ (Chiu and Genocchio 2010; Kitagawa 2011; Kee
2009/2011; Deepwell 2012; Zhang 2012; Kim 2012; Bianpoen, Wardani and Dirgantoro
2007). Critic Katy Deepwell (2012) wrote that the use of the term ‘feminist’ was problematic
as was the broader concept of feminism for Asian women artists. Critics Melissa Chiu and
Benjamin Gennochio (2010) cited the artist Tang Da Wu’s comment regarding the
reluctance of most Asian women artists who were reluctant to be associated with the term
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of ‘feminist’ or even the term “women artists”

168

(Wu in Chiu and Genocchio 2010, p109).

According to Chiu and Genocchio (2010), the ‘feminist’ aspect identified in the works of Asian
women artists, “often have their origin in the broader social, political and cultural situation in
which women are producing art in Asian nations” (Chiu and Genocchio 2010, p108). In other
words, ‘the feminism’ in Asia was closely linked to the artist’s intention to engage the viewer
in the discussions of the social, politic and cultural dimensions through a personal
perspective. Broadly speaking, the term ‘feminist art’ in the Asian region was rooted in the
personal that was embedded in the socio-cultural and political condition.
In Korea, the arrival of postmodernism in the early 1980s brought with it a popularity of
women’s art (Ahn 2001, p105). Critic En Young Ahn (2001) argued that Korean woman
artists found western feminist theory “largely irrelevant” to their “local content and
experience” (2009, 110) . Korean artist Kimsooja was an example of this. Kimsooja never
169

claimed to be a feminist, she rejected being defined as a “feminist” (Hyunsun 2000, online
archive), even though she realised that she had made some work in which ‘feminist’ issues
were explored (Kimsooja and Obrist 1997) . Kimsooja also noted that her works were often
170

interpreted as an example of Asian feminist works by westerners

171

(Kho 2006).

Reluctance by female artists in Korea to be labeled ‘feminist’ not only occurred in that
country but also was evident in Indonesia. Bianpoen, Wardani and Dirgantoro (2007) wrote
that some Indonesian women artists were extremely fearful and even avoided the use of the
term ‘feminist’ regardless of the fact that ‘feminism’ as a concept was strongly captured in
their works. Hildawati Soemantri (1945 - 2003), an Indonesian artist who holds a PhD from
Pratt Institute, New York (1976), as well as being a pioneer of ceramic installation art in
Indonesia also did not view herself as a feminist. Soemantri in her work ‘Accident in Space’ in
1970s has imagery
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of fertility that was also often used by second wave feminist artists in

168

Chiu and Genocchio cited Tang Da Wu’s statement: “Most [Asian] women artists both old and young
are still afraid to be associated with terms like ‘women artists’ and ‘feminist artists’. I have often found
myself working in isolation” (Wu in Chiu and Genocchio 2010, p109).
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En Young Ahn (2001) adds: “Though many Korean women agree that the social and political feminist
movement in Korea has inspired Korean women to combat the patriarchal practice and system, they are
less satisfied with the Western feminist political viewpoint flattening out the complicity of the culture
they wished to repudiate” (Ahn 2001, p110).
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In her interview with Hans Ulrich Obrich (1997), Kimsooja noted: “I was not conscious of doing
“feminist work”. But of course I do, as I live in a country like Korea. For me, the most important material
is my life, I cannot escape from the feminist issue because that is my reality, but I don’t want to define
myself as a feminist artists; I would like the totality of life and art “ (Kimsooja in Kimnsooja and Obrist
1998, online archive).
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Kimsooja stated: “Westerners look at certain meanings in a comprehensive way of understanding,
including issues such as globalization, migration, feminism or identity, while they interpret my work in
the dimension of painting or sculpture as well” (Kimsooja in Kho 2006, p224).
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Soemantri depicted the abstraction of lingga – a Javanese ancient symbol of male genitalia and vagina
in her installation art ‘Accident in Space’. Wright (1994) sees this work as a “passageway to fertility”
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her installations. Soemantri’s case demonstrated that Indonesian women artists could not
adopt the term ‘feminism’ easily. Indonesian culture and society - like other Asian regions as
referred to by art critic Ana P Labrador was a “feudalistic, patriarchal, and quasi-modern
society” (Labrador in Supriyanto 2007, p16). There was the existence of male-dominated
thinking in Indonesia (Dirgantoro 2011, Bianpoen 2012) that dictated several taboos and
norms for women in Indonesia. Conversely, Indonesian mythology positioned women in a
position that was respectful and had a powerful status.
Regarding this paradox, Wright (1994) has cited critic Sanento Yuliman (1988) who posed
the question:
“Should not societies , which in their mythologies give to women a heroic role, also allow
173

women to play an important role in the fine arts?” (Yuliman cited in Wright 1994, p132)

Yuliman’s question demonstrated his concern for the inequality and rights for women in the
Indonesian visual art arena and the injustice for women artists. Through his question, Yuliman
also admitted that in the past, women had a powerful role in the society.
Critic Carla Bianpoen, curator Farah Wardani and art historian Wulan Dirgantoro (2007),
noted that in a society like Indonesia, the term ‘feminist’, was associated with “radical, antifamily”, even “man-hating lesbians” (p31). This association underpinned Indonesian women
artists’ [mis] understanding of feminism, leaving Indonesian female artists feeling
“uncomfortable” to be associated with or to label themselves as ‘feminist’ artists
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(Bianpoen,

Wardani and Dirgantoro 2007, p31). Therefore, within this [mis]understanding, western
feminism ideology seemed “incompatible” with Indonesian “social and religious norms”
(Bianpoen, Wardani and Dirgantoro 2007, p31).
Indonesian art historian Wulan Dirgantoro (2011) also found that there was a general
assumption [even] from some art scholars and researchers that ‘feminism’ never existed in
Indonesian art (p115). Dirgantoro (2008) and Bianpoen (2012) saw that this assumption
was untrue as many of the women artists’ artworks in Indonesia explicitly displayed their
political stance against patriarchy (Dirgantoro 2008; Bianpoen, Wardani and Dirgantoro
2007). Indonesian women artists were productive, and many of the women artists’ solo and
group exhibitions were conducted in Indonesia . Bianpoen stated that ‘feminist’ ideas were
175

(Wright 1994, p135). These kinds of fertility symbols often appeared in western feminist artist’s
strategies, to challenge patriarchy and the domination of the male’s perspective in society.
173

Refer to Indonesia (Wright 1994).
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Women artists in Indonesia were used to reluctantly categorizing themselves as feminist, or even only
being considered, adopted or being part of feminist ideologies. When Indonesian women artists being
questioned whether they are “sympathetic with feminist ideologies” or whether they are “feminist
themselves”, their answers would be “vague or a straightforward no” (Bianpoen, Wardani and
Dirgantoro, 2007, p31).
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IVAA – Indonesian Visual Art Archives (2011) noted that there were at least eight solo exhibitions by
women artists exploring gender issues between 1999-2003 such as Sri Astari “Recollections (Desember.
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definitely presented in the works of contemporary Indonesian women artists. However,
referring to such a movement or ideology, Bianpoen (2012) argued that even though there
was no particular Indonesian feminist art stream - she wrote, “at least there is no qualified
discourse that has defined the term [feminist art] adequately [in Indonesia]” (p66).
Japanese critic Kitagawa (2011) has outlined some interesting points regarding the
reluctance of woman in Asia to identify themselves as feminists. In her article
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on Japanese

feminism, Kitagawa concluded that feminist theories were predominately framed with
western

177

concepts, viewing women in Asia as ‘victims’ of a traditional patriarchal culture.

According to Kitagawa, if women in Asia claim and adopt feminist views as referred to in a
western feminism framework, then women in Asia will have “no space for spontaneous
critical reflection of what it is to be Asian woman” (2011, p37). Kitagawa suggested Asian
women investigate and explore their own feminist perspectives.
In exploring installation art made by Asian women artists, employing full western feminist
theories or Asian women artist’s uninfluenced by western ideology was problematic, as most
Asian countries have been influenced by western countries. The ability to employ a dualistic
understanding of localness and international contexts was needed in reading Asian women
artists’ installation arts. Hence, an understanding of the reader’s standpoint in seeing and
examining Asian women artists’ installation was very important to open out the layers behind
the works, and to experience the installation works thoroughly. An understanding regarding
an artist’s Asian background and their particular struggles and challenges was also required.
As in the second wave of feminist artists’ installation, the use of ritual and textiles in Asian
women artists’ installation was a strategy to acquire political power in the artwork; however,
they differ in terms of their approach, the triggers, history and presentation. Asian women
artists contributed to the contemporary artistic debates through offering artworks and
insights that conveyed their perspective of making art as women who have descended from
or reside in Asian region.
In a debate between feminism versus femininity, Kimsooja’s work gave an insight into the
relationship between feminism and femininity for Asian artists. Kimsooja was often creating
works that referenced feminist concerns (Hyunsun 2000; Kim 2001). Kimsooja insisted that
she developed a ‘feminine’ strategy, which was drawn from her own experience as a Korean
woman - with its strong cultural tradition (Ahn 2001, p105). According to critic Tae Hyunsun

1999) or Tita Rubi ‘se[tubuh]’ Benda Art space 23 Agustus-12 September 2002 (Mangalandum and
Murti et al, 2011). IVAA also archived 9 Indonesian women artists group exhibitions from 2002 to 2009,
which explored similar themes of gender, such as ‘Ekspresi-ekspresi Perempuan’ Balai Roepa Tembi,
Yogyakarta 21 April-14 Mei 2006, Seniwati Gallery of Art by Women: The First Ten Years, 1991-2001,
Taman Ismail Marzuki Jakarta (Mangalandum and Murti et al 2011).
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‘Japanese Feminism in East-Asia Networking’ in Diogenesis Journal 2011 issue 57 vol 3 (pp35-40).
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Kitagawa (2011) refers to western Europe and the United States.
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(2000), Kimsooja “has attained a universal level that transcends sex for the human”
(Hyunsun 2000, online archive). The bottari object itself was traditionally feminine in origin
(Kim 2001, p131). Kimsooja states:
“With my object it’s as though I’m bandaging a wound. I wrap the object as if I was treating a
wound, and through the wrapping and bandaging, the object are transformed into something
feminine” (Kimsooja in Kim 2001, pp135-136).

Kimsoja sees wrapping as a metaphor for healing her own wounds and frequently says that
she made something rather than engage in debates surrounding the ‘feminine’ or feminism
(Ahn 2009; Kim 2001). Ahn (2001) noted that through “piecing ‘Pojagi’ and other fabrics
together, Kimsooja celebrated “feminine qualities” and has invented a strategy in which she
connected her own private experience with other “anonymous Korean women”, “the past with
the present” and “her life with art” (Ahn 2001, p108). Kimsooja’s insistence on femininity
(Ahn 2001) became a reflection on feminism, as she told stories of women and used a
woman’s perspective to pursue women’s rights in society to heal her own and society’s
wounds.
Kim (2001) also acknowledged there are “feminist issues” explored in Kimsooja’s artworks
including bottari, but she refused to simply label Kimsooja as a ‘feminist’. According to Kim
(2001) the work of Kimsooja evoked “a sense of femininity, labour and healing” (2001, p133).
Kimsooja’s personal life experience was reflected in her bottari, which also functioned as a
“renunciation of femininity” (Kim 2001, p139). However, this femininity situated women as
“maternal beings” who “embrace and cure everything” (Kim 2001, p139). The artistic
“perspicacity” and the insight that Kimsooja obtained through her artwork activated
experiences and her point of view as “a woman” (Hyunsun 2000, online archive). In a similar
vein, Hyunsun (2000) wrote of the references to feminism in Kimsooja’s work and
commented on the artist’s success in celebrating Korean women’s handiwork and the
domestic politics in her artwork (Hyunsun 2000). Kimsooja’s bottari not only commemorated
tradition and revisits ritual but more significantly, she offered the viewers an insight into a
complex narrative of being ‘unsettled’ and she encouraged viewers to search and explore the
meaning of their own ‘bottari’ in life. In looking at Kimsooja’s dualism with her own femininity
and feminism, I concluded that in the context of Asian culture, femininity and feminism is not
always contradictory.
Kitagawa (2011) criticised the way in which Asian philosophies have been marginalised
because Asian cultures have been characterised as “feminine culture” (p38). Kitagawa
stressed that this gender determination in mainstream feminist discourse forced Asian
women to ignore “the role of femininity for culture” (2011, p38), which tended to forget the
essence of identity for an Asian woman and an understanding of the values and virtues such
as “care”, “obedience” and “self-restraint” that were rooted in Asian culture (Kitagawa 2011,
p38). Kitagawa (2011) suggested that Asian women should examine their own ‘feminist’
experience, through examining it critically from the “concrete experience the world of
everyday life” (p38).
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In regard to the relationship between femininity and textile craft, the lurik cloth is normatively
seen as ‘craftwork’, because of its relationship to women’s traditions and domestic activity,
thus these cloths are often connected to femininity. Scholar Elinor (1989) states; “Women’s
craftwork possesses the participatory experience and structures of feminine knowledge”
(Elinor 1989, p30). “Feminine and ethnic cultural identity once inscribed by the ritual
patterns, symbols, shapes, forms and ancient technical processes of a particular locale or
village commenced responding to outside influences” (Gertsakis 1997, p65). Auther (2010)
extended this ‘craftwork’ and ‘femininity’ relationship into the form of feminist activity, she
explained as

“associations of fiber with femininity and domestic realm were recast as

distinctive and culturally valuable features of an artistic heritage specific to women” (pp9697). Hence, I am reminded that in exploring the installation works from Asian woman artists,
the debate of feminism versus femininity were very elastic, as one can not easily use a strict
single standard of what is feminism and feminine in Asian culture. This kind of categorisation
nowadays is still vague and subjective in an Asian art context. In summary, I suggest ‘cultural
clarity’ as the most convenient parameter in exploring installation art practices from Asian
female artists.

Feminism, Women Artists and the Interconnectedness of
Installation Art, Ritual and Textile
Despite the productivity of the early twentieth century, installations that used ritualistic
modes were a strategy that was not developed until the 1970’s (Adan 2010; Auther 2010;
Bishop 2005; Rosenthal 2003). Auther (2010) wrote that the rise of the installation art
genre also occurred concurrently with feminist art, in which both of these practices “draws
on a medium’s extra-aesthetic associations” in “the production of meaning” (p169). In other
words, both installation art and feminist art were a political art approach that orientated the
art practice to generate a particular meaning. In the same period, the western second wave
of feminist artists of the 1970s era intentionally utilised the textile as the ‘feminist legacy’
(Gordon 2011, p242). These western second wave feminist artists elevated textiles as a
practice that carried a statement in art. Thus, the use of ritual and the utilisation of textiles in
installation practices were attached closely to the practice of women artists during the
1970s feminist art movement.
However, the way of seeing and understanding feminism was influenced by the practitioners’
cultural background of each region. For the purpose of referencing artists with a similar
Asian background to me, I extended my discussion of ritual, textiles, feminism and sociocultural issues by researching the practice of internationally recognised Asian women artists
who work with ritual and/or textiles in their installations. I chose Asian artists Kimsooja
(Korea, b1957), Sheela Gowda (India, b1957), and Arahmaiani (Indonesia, b1961). These
three Asian women artists create installations that reflect the salient interconnections
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between ritual and/or textiles and socio-cultural concerns. They also bring together their
traditional, cultural and local materials as their distinct strategies, for their artistic and
political weapons

178

in their installations.

The use of textiles within an art context drastically changed in the 1970s, and one of the
major factors was the development of the second wave of feminist art (Auther 2008). The
incorporation of textiles in the work of feminist artists became a strategy to achieve a goal
for pursuing equality and for provoking a review of the “hierarchy of art and craft and
women’s low position” (Auther 2008, p31). Auther (2008) continued that for the feminist,
“fiber craft played a role in the construction of an alternate history of art making” (Auther
2008, p31). Artist Kay S. Lawrence (2011) noticed that the term ‘fiber’ was used to replace
‘textile’ or ‘fabric’ during the fiber art movement it was the way to detach textile from its
function and domestic connotation. An example of the dramatic transformation of the status
of fiber could also be seen through artist’s Louise Bourgeois (1911-2010) attitude, from
being skeptical and unconvinced
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that textiles should be included amongst “high-art” into

“fully embracing” textiles in her own installations and sculptures (Auther 2008, p31). Post
1960s, Bourgeois utilises her own collection of tapestries, lace, yarns, linen and fabric
remnants, and began to use stitching techniques to construct her sculptures and installation
objects (Auther 2008).
Art theorist Lucy Lippard argued that the involvement of ritual in women artists’ artwork “has
raised the important issue of the relationship of belief to the forms [arts] that convey it”
(Lippard 1980, p364). In the feminist contemporary art context, art historian Elisabeth Adan
(2006) and art critic Mary V. Datuin (2006) argued that the use of ritual in contemporary art
had become a strategic approach to articulate feminist ideas , because of the political and
180

communication functions owned by the ritual.
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The term ‘artistic weapon’ was borrowed from Susan Ingham (2007).

The first major fiber exhibition in America was Wall Hangings (1969) at MoMA (Museum of Modern
Art), co-curated by Constantine and Larsen. This exhibition received one daunting critical review from
Craft Horizons press via an article that was written by Louise Bourgeois. While Constantine and Larsen
insisted viewers “revise” the concept of craft and “to view the work within the context of twentiethcentury art” through their exhibition statement (Auther 2008, p20), Bourgeois responded that the Wall
Hanging exhibition was still engaged with ‘decoration’, and was not accepted as art. In her writing,
Bourgeouis stated: “The pieces in the show rarely liberate themselves from decoration” (Bourgeois 1969,
in Auther 2008, p20 and Auther 2010, p33). Bourgeois also clarified her statement: “If they must be
classified, they would fall somewhere between fine and applied art” (Bourgeois 1969 in Auther 2008, p20
and Auther 2010, p33). The attitude of “maintaining the hierarchy of media” and the “dominant
“philosophy of art” as Bourgeois and other critics had shown through her statement, impacted to further
fiber’s banishment from ‘high art’ (Louise Bourgeouis’ review of Wall Hangings (1969) for Craft
Horizons in Auther 2008, pp19-22; Auther 2010, p33).
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Elizabeth Adan in ‘Matter Presence and Image: The Work of Ritual in Contemporary Feminist Art ‘
(University of Carolina Santa Barbara, 2006) pp76-249 and Flaudette May V. Datuin, ‘Reclaiming the
Southeast Asian Goddess: Examples from Contemporary Art by Women Philippines, Thailand and
Indonesia’ in Image and Gender vol 6, 2006, pp 105-119).
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According to Lippard (1980), ritual-inspired arts are active when “they [ritual related artworks] are filled by a communal impulse” that connects the ‘past’, ‘present’ and the ‘future’
(Lippard 1980, p364). Lippard wrote: “The feminist development of ritual art has been in
response to real personal needs and communal needs for a new history and a broader
framework within which to make art” (1980, p364). I agree with Lippard’s statement that
art should connect to the past, the present and the future. In previous chapters I have
explored the links between my own experiences of the Mitoni ritual and have linked it to my
concerns for socio-cultural issues in Indonesia . I managed to maintain and mediate the
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connection between the ‘past’ (the ancestors, folklore, myths), with the present (exhibition
and viewers), and bridge it into the future (viewers’ experience). I regard the future as a
moment whereby the viewers could extend their experience of an installation by it becoming
part of their own ‘real experience’ . The viewer has the potential to extend the narrative of
182

the socio-cultural dimensions, the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths into their own context.
In a discussion on the use of ritual in early feminists’ artwork , art critics Norma Broude and
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Mary D. Garrard (1994) explained that the significance of a ritual revival through art was to
maintain and highlight feminist intentions by challenging the existing systems . Second wave
184

feminism artists, who worked with ritual or used ritualistic modes, mostly referenced divine
female figures as figures that enabled the artist to evoke a woman’s power (Broude and
Garard, 1994). Moreover, feminist artists using ritual in their artworks were aiming to shift
societies’ perspective and to discover a further dimension of creativity in art practice (Broude
and Garard, 1994). As stated by artist and scholar Deena Al-Adeeb, a “creative practice
[including rituals]” becomes a ‘site’ for women, to “insert their narratives” and to pursue their
need to “acquire a place in the public realm” (2008, p14). Thus, in conclusion, the uses of
rituals in women artists’ installations were political. The appearance of rituals and textiles in
the second wave feminist installation art practices was explored through four major
approaches in their installations: the use of the gendered ritual, the ancient symbols, the
goddess figures, and the uses of textile objects.

Ritual and Installation Art Practice: An Overview
The qualities of sacred ritual activities in telling stories of cultures, societies, religious lives
and the arts has been widely discussed by numbers of scholars (Bell 1997; Geertz 1960;
Tambiah 1985; Turner in Adan 2006 and Al-Adeeb 2008). However, the meaning of ritual in
contemporary art was highlighted in art historian Elizabeth Adan’s dissertation ‘Matter,
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Please see my brief explanation about the Mitoni and lurik in the previous chapter two of this thesis.
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This term refers to the viewers’ direct experience in the installation space.
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In their edited book ‘The Power of Feminism’ (1994).
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“In reviving art and rituals of their foremothers, feminists gave those forms new life and status in the
cultural order by challenging the value system that had subordinated them” (Broude and Garrard 1994,
p28).
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Presence, Image: The Work of Ritual in Contemporary Feminist Art’ (2006). Adan (2006) concluded

that ‘ritual’ refers to both sacred and profane activities and is applicable in both secular and
religious contexts. The understanding of the term ‘ritual’ and its significance in contemporary
art according to Adan (2006) is written as followed:
“ […] ritual activities constitute and/or reconstitute the social settings in which they occur, as
well as the politics of those settings. Ritual is thus a politicizing and performative practice,
enacted in both secular and religious contexts, and it is staged above all through bodily
activities and gestures (often repeated, stylized and/or intentional in their characteristics)
that make visible and tangible, and often interrogate, power dynamics in social contexts, in
some cases with transformative effects” (p43).
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Adan’s statement above highlights the insight that the term ‘ritual’ in contemporary art is
engaged with political power, performative practice and social functioning. In this case, even
though the Mitoni ritual holds a sacred function in past Javanese
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society, evoking the Mitoni

ritual in the installation would not instantly achieve the same function as it had in its original
performance. As the term ‘ritual’ in the context of installation art has expanded to
encompass a wider scope of definition beyond the sacred (Adan 2006), it is common to read
that numbers of installation artists regard art practice as a form of ritual act.
Chinese artist Song Dong sees the duration of an exhibition as a “kind of ritual”, while the
exhibition itself – a public space with “artistic connections”- according to Dong, the performer
[of ritual or exhibition] finds “a new meaning” (Dong in Krischer 2009, p69). Artist Ilya
Kabakov (1999) also regards the term ritual as a metaphor of “the reorganization of space”
in an installation (Kabakov in Kabakov, Tupitsyn and Tupitsyn 1999, p64).
In terms of contemporary art, installation art also acquired a ‘communication’ value between
the artists and the viewers as in a ritual experience. The use of installation as a political
practice in the second-wave of feminist art in the 1970s demonstrated the power of
installation as a strategic communication tool. Regarding the communication function of
installation in the international arena and cross-cultural context, critic Mark Rosenthal’s
(2003) analysis of installation art was aimed to “provide a ‘lingua franca’ of the nomadic art
scene, whereby itinerant artists, many from non-Western cultures, participate on the world
stages and effectively communicate inter-culturally“ (p71). According to art curator Julie
Ewington (1995) installation art was also the ‘international currency’
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of contemporary art.
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Adan’s term of “bodily activities and gestures” is expanded when applied to the practice of installation
art. Adan (2006) even refers this ‘bodily performance’ term to Doris Salcedo’s installations. Salcedo’s
installation utilises materials that have been in physical or tangible contact with the body, and Adan refers
this effect of physical contact as “bodily activity” and “gestures” (Adan 2006, p109).
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The Mitoni ritual is more secular after the spread of Islam (Koentjaraningrat 1985). From my own
observation and research, it was intentionally secularised in the Javanese society (observation from 20062013).
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I borrowed the term from Julia Ewington (Ewington in Ingham 2005).
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Hence, as an Asian artist, I also felt that I would able to communicate my views and concerns
toward Indonesian socio-cultural issues to a wider audience through installation practice.
Particularly for Indonesian artists, the communication function in installation art was often
extended to a form of social and political activism (Jones 2000; Ingham 2005). As shown in
the Indonesian New Order regime the use of installation art in Indonesia was employed to
critique the government. This function offered through the practice of installation was one of
my core interests in practicing installation. Installation art practice in Indonesia during the
New Order era (1966-1998) demonstrated the capacity of installation art to communicate
socio-cultural and political issues, driven by artists’ social consciences.
The insights of ritual and the ritualistic act in contemporary arts from Dong (in Krischer
2009); Kabakov, Tupitsyn and Tupitsyn (1999); Adan (2006); Golda (2012); Loke, Khut and
Kocaballi (2012) provided a speculative yet endorsed terminological understanding between
ritual, installation and contemporary art. According to Adan, installation art was a politicising
and ‘performative practice’ which had a power dynamic within the social context and was
regarded as a ritual practice (Adan 2006, p43). Thus, referring to Adan, the term ritual was
not limited to a religious and or cultural practice. In other words - according to Adan, an
installation could be accepted as a ritual, when it had political and performative power in a
social context. Borrowing from Adan’s statement (2006) above, thus my installation ‘Mitoni,

Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ (2013) could be proposed as a ritual or an extension of
ritual , as I situated my installation as a practice, which aimed to critically respond to the
existing power dynamics in Indonesian society.
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The term ‘ritualistic’ was often used to define installations that involved the practice of rituals,
and engaged with a sense of ritual (Bishop 2005; Adan 2006; Golda 2012). Golda (2012)
noticed that the use of ritualistic acts in installation art enabled artists to “salvage aspects of
the past and to generate change in art and society” (Golda 2012, p56). Golda (2012) also
wrote that many artists in the 1960’s and 1970s performed ritualistic acts to critique and
challenge existing modernism ideology
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. In other words, the role of ritualistic acts in

installation that challenged the existing norms and values in society were also political in art.
In my case, bringing the Mitoni rituality into an arts practice space meant to also bring with
that the history and its neglected ethnographic narratives. The act of taking these narratives
from the Mitoni ritual into installation art was a way to protect these stories and to activate
and challenge current socio-cultural conditions. The ritualistic aspects taken from the Mitoni
were transformed into forms of objects, placements and space in my installation ‘Mitoni,
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Referred to Dewey (Dewey in Kho 2006).

Golda (2012) cited art historian Amelia Jones: “modernism is ideologically and practically linked to
the structures of patriarchy, with all the colonialist, classist and heterosexist pretentions it produces and
sustains” (Jones cited in Golda 2012, p56).
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Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’. The act of translating narratives in the Mitoni into my
installation was a ritualistic and political effort to pursue change in current Indonesia society.
Regarding ritual as political acts, Adan (2006) cited Bell’s statement that “political rituals do
not refer to politics […]” instead “they [rituals] are politics. Ritual is the [political] thing itself. It

is power; it acts and it activates” (Bell cited in Adan 2006, p42). According to Adan (2006),
the works of ritual in contemporary art was able to propose and enact “alternative social
structures to reconfigure power dynamics in more egalitarian way” (p245). The ritual act in
installation was an ‘ongoing practice’; a process that “intervenes in its social contexts again
and again, subjecting power dynamics in those contexts to continued exposure and
alteration” (Adan 2006, pp245-246). I concluded that Adan (2006) highlighted ritual in
contemporary art – whether it came from sacred or secular sources; both were generating
political power. Thus, involving ritual in installation art was considered as a political act, an
alternative way to provoke change in society.
In addition, through using ritual in art, the artist could explore a way of “experiencing and
representing self and world in intimate and highly physical interactions” (Loke, Khut and
Kocaballi 2012, p2) as the beliefs and values were also enacted through ritual practice (Loke,
Khut and Kocaballi 2012). Art Curator Joan Gibbons (2007) argued that the practice of
enactment and re-enactment in ritual act became “effective strategies of remembrance”
(p117). These effective strategies of remembrances thus echoed the political power that lay
in the act of ritual. The act of evoking ritual, performing ritual and using ritualistic modes in
installation art generated the power to challenge the predominant occupants and to evoke an
awareness of a marginalised cultural practice. A spectator could experience a blending with
the installation that evoked effective strategies of remembrance.
Both ritual and installation art share in the quality of being sacred. Traditionally, the term
sacred mostly relates to religious, spiritual, or mystical activities, as in the sacred
constructions of the Mitoni ritual and lurik textiles, based on Javanism, religious syncretism,
and Javanese myths and folklore. However, if the materials of the sacred are transformed in
contemporary art, the transformed sacredness might not have a same meaning.
Anthropologist Levi-Strauss believed the place [or context] relocation relates to the object’s
sacredness, Levi-Strauss states:
“[…] being in their place is what makes them sacred for if they were taken out of their place,
even in thought, the entire order of the universe would be destroyed. Sacred objects therefore
contribute to the maintenance of order in the universe by occupying the place allocated to
them” (Levi-Strauss in Woodward 2007, p66).

Thus, when the Mitoni’s sacred objects - lurik cloths were transferred into an element of an
installation art performance and installed in a gallery in Australia; the sacred value disappear.
Referring to Levi-Strauss, the lurik loose its sanctity when I took them into a gallery space.
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However, in a contemporary art context, installation has its own unique position. Artist Ilya
Kabakov (1999) stated that installation art was “the intersection of the opposition” between
“the sacral and the secular” space (Kabakov in Kabakov, Tupitsyn and Tupitsyn 1999, p66).
This allows for the possibility that the lurik cloths exhibited in a gallery space will retain their
sacredness even in a different context. Another potential ‘sacred’ quality of lurik cloth was
generated when the lurik was situated in the art gallery - the ‘sacred’ site for art. When the

lurik cloth was exhibited in the gallery, lurik cloths were positioned as ‘sacred’ art artefacts,
an artefact that communicated with viewers through its artistic expression. This condition repositioned and glorified both the lurik and the Mitoni to their primal function - as an artefact
used as a communication tool, a form of ‘art’ in a culture that is rooted on ritual .
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Regarding sacred art, critic Diego Cortez (2007) noted that sacredness in art ran counter to
conventional definitions of the sacred
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(re: religious, spiritual, and mythical relations).

Similarly, philosopher William James defined sacred art as “the loss of all worry, […] the
peace, the harmony, the willingness to be, even though the outer should remain the same”
(James in Casey 2007, p60). Critic Jane Casey contributed to James’s definition of the
sacred, stating that any work of art that “evokes sense of awe, wonderment and
transcendence in the viewer, may be described as sacred” (p60). Concerning the spectators’
experience to sacred art, Casey (2007), wrote that several aspects were considered as ‘the
calibre’ of sacred art in their capacity to affect viewers (p60). These aspects were “the
manifest skill of the artist, the nature of the subject matter, the object’s setting and context
and the attentiveness […] viewers bring to the experience” (p60). Casey (2007) frequently
highlighted the notion that the viewers’ “vantage point” was “critical” to the experience of
sacred contemporary art (p60). From reading Cortez (2007), James (in Casey 2007) and
Casey (2007), I concluded that ‘the sacred’ in contemporary art was thus based on the
spectator’s experience, regardless of the source of the artifact’s materials. The sacred in
installation art underlined the idea of sacred that is the strength of willingness and the
convincing power of the artwork to influence viewers. In short, the sacred in installation art
relies on the strategies used by an artist in including and situating viewers to generate their
own experiences in the installation art.
Even though the sacred in the context of contemporary art relied on the viewers’ experience
and was not dependent on religious, spiritual or mystical sources (Diego 2007; Casey 2007),
For countries such as Indonesia and several other Southeast Asian countries, art is more about
communication (Tabrani 2003). Tabrani's states, "all ethnic entities do art for the sake of communication"
and "not all ethnic cultures in the world make art for the sake of beauty" (Tabrani 2003, p39). Tabrani
(2003) continues that this phenomenon is common to "cultures in which art is still deeply rooted on
ritual" (p39). From this I concluded that in a culture which has art as still rooted in ritual, the function of
art is not merely for the sake of beauty rather it is made for the purpose of communication. Ritual itself is
generally conducted for the sake of communication - whether to communicate with human beings, God,
society or the world (Tambiah 1985; Bell 1997; Adan 2006).
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Cortez argued that artistic activity springs from artists “who strip away the nostalgic, melancholic
aspects of the sacred” (Cortez 2007, p48).
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the traditional sacred objects were argued to retain their sacred role in installation art.
According to art scholar and artist Deena Al-Adeeb (2008), a practice in installation art was
able to expand an “understanding of the sacred”, the sacred that referred to a traditional
understanding – the “engagement with ‘the beyond’” (Al-Adeeb 2008, p16). Al-Adeeb noted
that through sourcing the sacred ritual, artists could engage a participant’s emotion through
senses activation, and this activation could enhance an artist’s strategy in affecting
spectators. According to Al-Adeeb (2008), there was a necessity to construct special
circumstance in order to achieve the intention of ‘transporting audiences ’ into a ‘sacred
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realm’ (p20). This condition required an evocation of all of the audience’s senses, so the
audience would “[…] experience a glimpse of layers of meaning, and grasp the nature of the
history” that artists attempt to reconstruct (Al-Adeeb, 2008, p20).
Bringing the materiality of the sacred from the traditional source of the Mitoni and lurik in
installation was my vehicle to transport spectators into a special encounter with Javanese
sacredness. The gallery was chosen as an exhibition space because of its potential to double
the sacred value of the Mitoni ritual. Artist Ilya Kabakov (1999) argued, “the ritual is doubled
because the installation placed inside the museum, contains within itself its own ritual spaces
and magical sites” (Kabakov in Kabakov, Tupitsyn and Tupitsyn 1999, p67). Thus, referring to
Kabakov’s argument above (1999), I intended to double the sacred meanings of the Mitoni
ritual in my installation, through bringing Mitoni features and lurik cloths to a formal
institution art gallery.
The ritualistic mode that was used by the second wave feminist women artists was also
expressed through the use of textile objects. As textiles were often associated with domestic
chores, women artists viewed textiles and the handmade process as useful material for
discussing injustice and inequality and the experience of being female. The textile objects
were used to pursue the feminists’ aim in acquiring their rights and equality in the society
(Auther 2010). Concurrently with the use of textile, the use of domestic-associated handcraft
skills such as crocheting, quilting, sewing, and stitching also occurred in the second wave
feminism era. Women artists elevated these textiles and craft techniques into a political
language, speaking of patriarchal oppression.

Textile, Craft Practice and Installation Art
The intersection between textile, installation art and ritual can be traced from the fiber art
movement
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(1960s) and the second wave of the feminist art movement (1970s). The
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In referencing Al-Adeeb’s study in this thesis, I have used the word ‘audience’ following the term that
she frequently used in her article ‘From Sacred Ritual to Installation Art: A Personal Testimony” (2008,
pp7-40).
193

The exhibitions such as Woven Forms (1963), Eccentric Abstraction (1966), String and Rope (1969)
were investigations into “fiber’s symbolic power”, and the major exhibition Wall Hanging (1969) was
considered as fiber’s major exhibition (Auther 2008, p7 and p20).
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booming of experimental exploration in textile practice occurred in the 1960s and early
1970s (Jefferies and Conroy 2006, p233). However, there was a significant distinction
between the use of fiber or textile in the fiber art movement and the use of fiber or textile in
the feminist art movement. According to the textile scholar Mary Schoeser (2012), textiles
remained as “an important reflection of the feminist view” which contributed to the
‘democratisation’ or “re-evaluation of ‘female’ domestic tasks” and an art hierarchy (p18). Art
historian Elisa Auther (2010) noticed that in the fiber movement, the activist saw fiber and
textile as having the “potential of artistic expression” (p14) but missed the potential of fiber
as a subject in “the hierarchy of the art”
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(p21). In other words, textiles were only used as

an artistic medium in the fiber art movement. Whereas, in feminist art (1970s), the
subordination of fiber, and gender-associations of fiber was used as a material strategy for
claiming women’s art (Auther 2010). Broadly speaking, the textile in the second wave
feminist art movement was used as a political medium. The study of the use of textile in the
fiber art movement and the second wave of the feminist art movement of 1970s, asserted
that textiles could have both artistic and political functions. The use of textile materiality in
the feminist movement was the way these feminist artists provoked an inclusion of woman to
the art arena through using a material that was associated with women and had not come
from traditional male-dominated material in practice.
The textile–related practices of weaving, crochet, embroidery, quilting, patchwork and knitting
struggled to assert their status on the hierarchy of art practice before the success of
feminist art in 1970s. The association of weaving as a leisure-time activity, made it difficult to
position a weaver as an artist and weaving practice as art practice (Auther 2010). Auther
highlighted the fact that it was the emigration of Anni Albers
Western Europe
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and the hand-weavers from

to America in the 1940s that gave weaving respectability as an artistic

practice within “hierarchy of the arts” (p17). Other textile-related practices, such as crochet,
quilting and embroidery had a similar difficulty in the past. Auther (2008) even argued that
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According to Auther (2010), fiber artists in the 1960s and 1970s saw the “potential of artistic
expression” in fiber materials and techniques. Auther also highlighted that this fiber art practice was one
of the ways artists were responding to “the desire for unmediated contact with material” in contemporary
art ‘abstraction’ preoccupations in that era (p14). Auther (2010) stated: “[…] the fiber movement’s
member, focused their energy on legitimating new work in fiber as art, without an attendant analysis of
the nature of fiber’s subordination in the hierarchy of the arts” (p21).
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Anni Albers (1899-1994) hand-weaver from Germany, claimed herself as an artist, and widely spread
the practice of weaving as an art practice. Auther (2010) cited Albers’s statement: “ Let threads be
articulate…and find a form for themselves to no other end than their own orchestration, not to be sat on,
walked on, only to be looked at” (Albers in Auther 2010, p18). Albers is the first weaver who was given a
solo exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, New York in 1949 (pp18-19).
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Other western European hand-weavers refer to Marli Ehrman Trude Guermonprez and Marianne
Strengel (Auther 2010, p17).
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the symptom of gender disparities and practice discrimination
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was a factor in the struggle

for acceptance of textiles and their associated practices.
According to Schoeser (2012), textiles are “the most accessible means of engaging with the
transformation from humble object to treasured artwork” (p20). Through adopting features
from traditional textiles, an artwork could generate a dialectal value to the viewers
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(Schoeser 2012, p20). Textiles also have a narrative quality (Schoeser 2012; Gordon 2011).
Artist Tilleke Schwarz even argued that the narrative elements in textile was to “invite the
viewer to ‘decipher connections or to create them’”
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(Schwarz in Schoeser 2012, p469).

When the traditional textile used in an artwork comes from part of artist’s life or experience,
the narrative and personal identity are merged, and the work thus declares the identity of the
artist - “I am what I know”200 (Schoeser 2012, p469). Thus, the process of this deciphering
depends on “a fluency in the phraseology and symbolism used” (Schoeser 2012, p469). In
other words, the use of traditional textiles in the artwork has the ability to show an artist’s
identity and cultural background.
Art historian Beverley Gordon (2011) argued that textile “creates, builds and connects”
people in the community (p124). In the context of cultural and religious uses, the use of
textiles was able to transform a place into a sacred place
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(Gale and Kaur 2002), and fill a

place with sacred energy (Gordon 2011). However, in the Mitoni ritual, the function of
traditional textiles such as lurik cloths, batik cloths and tie-dye cloths did not directly
transform a place into a sacred place, as it needed other elements such as flowers, foods
and other ritual elements to transform the space into a proper place to be considered as
‘sacred’ in order to conduct the Mitoni ceremony. Nevertheless, the core of the Mitoni was
reliant on its textiles, especially the lurik cloth. The Mitoni ritual was distinct from other
Javanese ritual practices, as it was seen through the use and/or the display of the lurik
textile with particular
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patterns in the site. Through bringing lurik cloth into installation art, I

intended to construct a sacred ambience in the installation art site, even though I realised
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Auther (2008) gave the example of the Alice Adams and Alan Saret case. Presenting numbers of
projects involving fiber since the 1960’s, Alice Adams’s artwork “signaled fiber’s potential as a fine-art
medium and illustrate different relations the art world’s centre of power” (p15). In the same era Alan
Saret, -a male artists who used fiber in the “high art world” and his work was described as art, while
similar work from Adams, a female artist with previous background as weaver was “viewed with
skepticism” (p30).
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Schoeser (2012) gave the example of the use of a Korean patchwork method Chogak Po which
correspondd to Buddhist ancient textile traditions in Dawn Zero Erickson’s Displays of Possessions and
of Emotions to convey the themes of “collage and collecting”, the “co-joined activities” (p20).
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Schwarz comments on the use of narrative in her textile artwork (in Schoeser 2012).
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Schoeser (2012) used the example of Woman’s kosode in Japanese artisans’ work and Tilleke
Schwarz’s textile practice (p469).
201

Gale and Kaur’s comment on Indonesian textile use in ritual (2002, p96)
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Refers to lurik patterns: dringin, liwatan, tumbar pecah, and/or tuluh watu.
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that further treatments on the lurik cloths were needed to enhance the viewer’s experience
of my installation.
Critic Janis Jefferies (2008) wrote: “the emphasis on touch is physically intrinsic to artmaking” and closely engaged the audiences with its surface materiality (p38). Artists use the
handmade to “celebrate the inherent imperfections of the human hand” and “exhibit an
arresting sense of attachment to the materials and procedures” (Hung and Magliaro 2007,
p12-13). As stated by art critic Sue Rowley: “craft, objects, stories […] become integrally
bound up in our sense of identity, our understanding of the past, and our articulation of the
unresolved concerns of the present” (Rowley 1997, p84). Rowley emphasised that the craft
process has a role in enriching the story of the object. Rowley stated:
“We may able to appreciate better craft in the contexts of the stories we invest in, and
associate with objects. The apparent affinity between stories and objects is by now an integral
element in our response to craft” (1997, p80). “We have come to think that our experience of
objects might be enriched by stories in which they play a part” (1997, p84).

By using craft and the handmade lurik objects in my installation, I intended to engage viewers
to my installation. The imperfection of handmade objects was intended to highlight a sense of
humanity into the installation. A humanist approach in treating lurik was an important
message that connected viewers to their inner humanness. Narratives told by the Javanese
women weavers enrich the craft technique that was utilised in making some objects in my
installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’. The lurik itself was a textile craft and
was historically associated with Javanese’s rural women’s life. Through taking lurik as my
main objects’ material, I was not only bringing my statement and my own message into the
installation, but I was also featuring the story of the Javanese women weavers, the weavers
who have been recently forgotten by Javanese society.
Once the feminist artists politically utilised these ‘women-associated’ techniques as art
making strategies, the status of these textile practices were elevated (Auther 2010;
Schoeser 2012). Eventually after the second wave of the feminist movement, domestic textile
practices were also accepted as legitimate art practices (Auther 2010; Schoeser 2012). In
other words, the use of textiles-related practices in art is political, as it encourages women
and craft makers to take a standpoint by using the skills that they have in art making.

Second Wave Feminist Artists’ Practice of Ritualistic Installations
Gendered Ritual
The gendered ritual, for example the pregnancy ritual, the baby-birthing ritual, and the great
goddess ritual, become notable strategies for a number of second wave feminist artists’.
Artist’s Mary Kelly’s installation ‘Post Partum Document’ (1973-1979) was one example of
the use of gendered rituals during the second wave feminist art movement. Mary Kelly
utilised her son’s dirty nappies, her sons’ clothing, scribble notes and another post-partum
objects in this remarkable installation.
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Through installing objects from a gendered childbearing ritual and mimicking formal
modernism art installations in a gallery, Kelly surprises the viewers with her installation
objects. Installing her postpartum objects neatly and formally on the gallery walls, the viewers
were physically forced to experience her works in their very formalised gestural way - a
formal gesture that became a ‘ritual’ in most art institutions prior to the 1970s. Kelly offered
a critical challenge to the conventional perspective of seeing art. By juxtaposing her personal
postpartum documentations with art objects, Kelly implied that “installation art is one way to
challenge and subvert” the association of a single point perspective (Bishop 2005, p36).
Through the use of gendered ritual as her strategy to trigger the viewers’ multi-dimensional
perspective in experiencing art, Kelly was marking the significance in having a multiperspective view in installation art.

Figure 99. Kelly, M. 1973-1979, Installation of Post Partum Document : Documentation I, Analysed
Fecal Stains and Feeding Charts, 1974. Installation View, Generali Foundation, Perspex units white card,
diaper linings, plastic sheeting, paper, ink. Collection Art Gallery of Ontario.

Figure 100. Kelly, M. 1973-1979, Installation of Post Partum Document (detail), Perspex unit, white
card, wool vests, pencil, ink, 1 of the 4 units, Collection Peter Norton Family Foundation.
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The use of gendered ritual also appeared in
the work of artists’ such as Mary Beth
Edelson and was seen in her installation

‘Memorial to the 9,000,000 Women
Burned as Witches in the Christian Era’
(1977, A.I.R. gallery, New York). This
installation “commemorates the cycles in
history in which women who worshipped
the Goddess were crucified for their
heretical beliefs” (Orenstein 1994, p181).
Using ladders and fire in her installation,
this event then turns into “ceremonies
about the exorcism of the pain of
patriarchal history” (Orenstein 1994,
p181). Edelson’s ritualistic mode was a way
to challenge pre-existing dominant power of
Figure 101. Edelson M. B. 1997, Gate of Horn/Fig
patriarchy. The commemoration of witches
of Triumph’ from Proposal of 9,000,000 Women
became a metaphor for women’s struggles
Burned as Witches in Christian Era, A.I.R. Gallery,
and pains as victims of injustice.
New York.

Edelson’s gendered ritual represents ‘power and sexuality’ through the installation of the
flaming ladder, and building a gate that was covered with photographs of women’s horned
fingered gestures (Lippard 1983, p31). Through “human ritual interaction”, combined with
stone, wood and fire, which symbolised the earth, Edelson’s installation was political in terms
of its function as a ‘consciousness-raiser’ to women’s issues (Lippard 1983, p31).

Ancient Geometric Symbols
Many of the second wave feminist artists drew on ancient geometric symbols, such as the
concentric circle, spiral, triangle and meander (Lippard 1983; Broude and Garrard 1994).
These artists were enriching their practice with sources from anthropology, archeology and
religious studies to invest their art with ancient symbolism (Lippard 1983). According to
Lippard (1983), the use of these ancient forms was related to the artists’ identities, as they
used these symbols to recall bonds with the past. Artists recreated ancient symbols in their
installations, aiming to evoke a spiritual power. Judy Chicago used a triangular form in The

Dinner Party installation to symbolise women’s power and strength, while Mary Beth Edelson
often used a burning spiral and circular shapes in her installations, such as the circular fire
rings seen in ‘Your 5,000 Years Are Up!’ (1977),‘Bride of the Fire’ (1975), and ‘Goddess
Tribe with Fire Ring’ (1975) installations.

124

Figure 102. Edelson M. B. 1977,

Figure 103. Edelson M. B. 1975,

Figure 104. Edelson M. B. 1975,

Installation ‘Your 5,000 Years Are

‘Bride of the Fire’, Fine Arts

‘Goddess Tribe with Fire Ring’,

Up! Mandeville Gallery, La Jolla.

Building, Tribeca New York.

an installation for Woman Rising
Exhibition,

Henry

Gallery,

Washington DC.

Goddess
The goddess figures in second wave feminist artists’ works represented strong and powerful
female figures, and portrayed women in important positions in the societies, both socially and
spiritually. These goddess depictions during the 1970s were considered “revolutionary”
(Orenstein 1994, p177). Women artists explored their “historical female ancestors” and
used them to empower their artworks (Broude and Garrard 1994, p25). Gloria Orenstein
(1994) wrote that the goddess figure became a key figure for feminist artists’ during 1970s.
The goddess plays a role as an important symbol of women’s power. Orenstein also argued
that the way artists from second wave feminism used the goddess in their artworks had a
political motif and helped frame the notion of ‘Womankind’, a movement which sought to
unite women and inspire women throughout the world, aiming for a ‘global revolution’ against
“patriarchal oppression” (1994, p177). Orenstein found that the use of the pre-patriarchal
goddess by second wave feminist artists was not based on an interest of ‘mythical
expression’ or personal engagement; instead, it was mostly based on artistic, historical and
archeological studies (1994, p174). This confirms that the second wave feminist artists
considered the goddess figure as a ‘universal image’, a political strategy to inspire women in
the world with the spirit of feminism.
Critic Lucy Lippard’s book Overlay (1983) and critic Gloria Orenstein’s book chapter

Recovering Her Story: Feminist Artists Reclaim The Great Goddess (1994) illustrated a
motivation by the 1970’s feminist women artists to reclaim and re-glorifying the goddess as
the symbol of feminist ‘power’ as a way of redressing the historical approach that of
‘removing the goddess in history’. During the 1970s era, western women artists asserted
that the ancient goddess represented “the talent, powers, creativity and important cultural
contributions” (Orenstein 1994, p181). According to Orenstein (1994) the goddess “has
been omitted from the patriarchal record of history” (p181). Thus, feminists’ installation art
practice in the 1970’s often depicted goddess figures and myths. Artist Ana Mendieta
conveyed the Mayan goddess in her Siluetta series (1970s); artist Judy Chicago depicted
many goddesses in her installation art The Dinner Party (1974-1979) and artist Mary Beth
Edelson did also in Woman Rising (1974). The arts practice of feminist artists from
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feminisms’ second wave who embraced goddess imagery corresponded to representations
of the Goddess Sri in Java. In my research, the insights into how goddesses were depicted in
the west’s second wave of feminism art was useful in studying how the use of ritual, the
goddess and mythology was politically motivated to venerate women’s power, both in art and
society (Broude and Garrard 1994; Orenstein 1994). Depictions of the goddess were
regarded as a practice that engaged with ritual – a ritualistic practice.
Artist’s Ana Mendieta’s works are an excellent example of the use of goddess figures in
installation art. Mendieta was born in Cuba and was educated in the United States (US). In
order to make a connection between her homeland (Cuba) and her exile place (US), Mendieta
conducted performances and installations of the Siluetta series, in which she traced herself
in the earth. For Mendieta, art was a shelter wherein she could build her connections to her
home birth culture (Gera 2010). Mendieta stated that her Siluetta work was“an omnipresent
female force, the after-image of being encompassed within the womb, in a manifestation of
my thirst for being” (Mendieta in Kwon 1996, p167). Through merging and associating
herself with the Cuban goddess, Mendieta shows her “obsession” with her “Latin heritage”
(Lippard 1983, p49).

In the work ‘Incantation to Olokun-Yemaya’
(1977), Mendieta associated herself with
the Cuban goddess ‘Olokun’ (the Cuban
Goddess that came from the bottom of the
ocean). Olokun is the grandmother of

Yemaya (Dornbach in Gera
2010). Traditionally, both goddesses
Olokun and Yemaya are evoked when one is
in need of a “place to call home” (Cabanas
in Gera 2010, online archive).
Goddess

Figure 105. Mendieta, A. 1977, Incantation to
Olokun-Yemaya, Mexico.

Mendieta was reconnecting herself with her ancestral origins using depictions of the two
goddesses of Olokun and Yemaya, and was evidence that Mendieta regarded the figure
goddess as a primary spiritual cultural source. In other words, the goddess was considered
to be a robust source and image to connect women with culture, regardless of their
geographical location. Mendieta demonstrated that the silhouette of the goddess she made
using her body trace, enabled her to channel herself to her ‘home’- her origin culture. This

‘Incantation to Olokun-Yemaya’ was performed in Mexico not Cuba, and the photograph of the
work now belongs to Galerie Lelong, New York, not Mexican or Cuban galleries.
Judy Chicago’s installation The Dinner Party (1973-1979) used goddess imagery that
spanned across western and eastern cultures, from primordial goddesses to Indian Goddess
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Kali (Lippard 1983, pp67-68). Through borrowing these goddesses, Chicago intended to
evoke the spirit of Womankind and inspire women to claim their power in society. The form of
‘Dinner’ that has been chosen by Chicago was political as The Dinner Party was considered
an “extension into the public realm of domestic ritual” in the west (Bardsley and Miller 2011,
p103). Chicago’s irony in using the topic of domestic chores in this installation was
heightened because she used craft techniques as the main objects in her installation, such
as china painting on pottery as the dinner utilities, and crochet and hand embroidery as the
table runner. Regarding the craft strategies in Chicago’s installation, Orenstein (1978,1994)
noticed that The Dinner Party linked “feminist iconography and feminist reinterpretation of
the creation myth” (Orenstein, 1978, p84) through monumental artworks involving traditional
female craft (Orenstein 1978; 1994). The powerful women figures from myths and
handmade objects thus enrich Chicago’s feminist narrative in The Dinner Party.

Figure 106. Chicago, J. 1974-1979, The Dinner

Figure 107. Chicago, J. 1974-1979, The

Party, Elizabeth A. Sackler. Center for Feminist

Dinner Party (detail), Elizabeth A. Sackler.

Art, Brooklyn Museum.

Center for Feminist Art, Brooklyn Museum.

In my research, the Goddess Sri (Dewi Sri) narratives were not only connected to the history
of the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloth, but were also linked to my critique of the notion of
patriarchy in art and society in Indonesia. The representation of female divinity figures from
the male perspective such as those found in Indonesian paintings by painter Basuki Abdullah
and Agus Djaya pre-1970s and in Ken Dedes sculpture (1975) by artist Supangkat (chapter
two) motivated me to evoke the narratives of Goddess Sri using a female perspective - my
own perspective. Concerns about the Goddess Sri and its relationship to changes in sociocultural conditions drew my attention to a similar phenomenon of the goddess’ figure
glorification in western art practice (1970s).
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Handcrafted Textile Objects
Soft Sculpture
Concomitantly with the elevation of textiles’ status was the status of soft sculpture in art.
According to the recent study of soft sculpture by art curator Lucina Ward (2009), soft
sculpture has been an art practice that has been happening for almost a century , but it
203

was the feminist art movement that succeeded in elevating textiles as an appropriate
sculpture material
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(Ward 2009). One of the feminist artists from the second wave art

movement: African-American artist Faith Ringgold used soft sculpture as a political
statement to critique society. In this context, the placement of soft sculpture objects in an
installation became a strategy to bridge art, craft and daily social reality and to involve the
viewers to explore real issues in the artist’s society. Soft sculptures contained a material
“inventiveness” and “the experimental nature of art practice” (Ward 2009, p7). Auther
(2008, 2010) noted that fiber artists have recognised soft sculpture as a strategy for
bridging art and craft. She argued that the art critic’s reluctance in responding to soft
sculpture
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was a way to maintain an existing hierarchy of art practice (Auther 2008). To

sum up, both Auther (2008) and Ward (2009) understand soft sculpture as a strategic
practice of contemporaneity in elevating textile’s status (Ward 2009; Auther 2008). I utilised
soft sculptures made from lurik cloths in the major objects in my installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and

the Stitches of Lament’ (2013). The lurik-made soft sculptures were intended to link the
Mitoni ritual, Javanese women’s activities, socio-cultural dimensions and contemporary art.
By bringing lurik-made soft sculpture into my installation, I intended to make present the
women artists’ spirit of pursuing social change from the feminist art movement in 1970s
using my perspective as a Javanese woman.
The second wave feminist artist, Faith Ringgold, also chose soft sculpture as a strategic
artistic expression. Critic Lucina Ward (2009) argued that soft sculpture adopted the idea
that art could be experienced through real life, and thus have the physical ability to interact
with viewers (p7).
206
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The discussion began with Man Ray’s artwork ‘The Enigma of Isidore Ducasse’ (1920/1971)’ which
wrapped mysterious objects with felt and then tightly wrapped with wires (Ward 2009). Ward (2009)
noticed that the development of mass synthetic polymer products in the 1950s led artists to use sculptural
material (2009), for example: the utilisation of helium-filled aluminium-foil pillows in Andy Warhol’s
artworks; plaster and textiles in Claes Oldenburg’s oversized food replicas, or the use of felt, iron and
copper in Joseph Beuys’s sculptures (Ward 2009, p5).
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“It took the feminist art movement, and the re-evaluation of categories of fine art in the late 1960s and
early 1970s, for textile traditions such as weaving and knitting to be considered appropriate vehicles for
sculpture” (Ward 2009, p16).
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James Collin suggests, “one of the things artists shouldn’t do today is to make art with anything soft”
(Collins in Auther 2008, p29 and in Auther 2010, p45).
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Ward (2009) gave the example of Marchel Duchamp’s ‘Please Touch’ in Le Surrealisme en 1947
where audiences could ‘tweak the nipple’ at the breast, mix-media replica (1947) and Ewa Pachucka’s
‘Landscape and Bodies’ (1972) which provided hemp and jute lounges for audiences (p7).
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Figure 108. Ringgold, F. 1973, ‘Women’s
Liberation’s Talking Mask’ ACA Galleries, New
York.

Figure 109. Ringgold, F. (created in collaboration
with Willie Posey). 1973, ‘Mrs Brown and
Catherine, Delores and Elsie: The Family of
Women Mask Series’, ACA Galleries, New York.

In the 1970s, Faith Ringgold focused on the fiber medium, addressing racism and sexism in
her artwork (Auther 2010, p103). She also used the craft technique of quilting, stitching and
beading as these handcraft techniques were engaged with her personal life (Ringgold in
Visionaryproject 2010).
In her performance and installation work ‘The Wake and Resurrection of the Bicentennial

Negro’ (1979), Ringgold worked with funeral rituals as her response to the American
Bicentennial celebration in 1976 when she considered did not belong to African Americans
at that time (Auther 2010). In ‘The Wake and Resurrection of the Bicentennial Negro’
(1976) Ringgold created four soft sculpture figures: Bena, Buba, Moma and Nana. Ringgold
depicted Bena and Buba as a married couple, Buba died because of drug addition, while Bena
– the wife died of grief (Auther 2010, p111). Through ‘The Wake and Resurrection of the
Bicentennial Negro’, Ringgold’s intention was to address and commemorate the issue of grief
and highlight the wounds in American-African society’s life (Ringgold in Visionaryproject
2010).
In ‘The Wake and Resurrection of the Bicentennial Negro’, Ringgold also intended to draw a
narrative of life under drug addiction and racism (Ringgold in Auther 2010). Ringgold also
drew attention to the relationship between the shift in the status boundaries between art and
craft and her actual identity as an African-American woman artist (Auther 2010).
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Figure 110. Ringgold, F. 1976, The Wake and Resurrection of the Bicentennial Negro, Soft Sculptures of
Bena and Buba; Moma and Nana, Flag Pad, Collection of the Studio Museum in Harlem.

In The Dinner Party Chicago used crochet as she regarded crochet as having “a visual and
expressive potential” to embody the “entire tradition of obsessive needlework” (Auther 2010,
p157). Chicago also used handmade embroidery techniques in the runners, placed upon ‘The

Dinner Party’ table (Mieszkowski 2011). By placing a dishonoured needlework technique such
as crochet and embroidery in the museum, Chicago and her colleagues intended to “implicitly
challenge the whole value framework of what constitutes art” (Chicago cited in Auther 2010,
p157).
Textile Objects
Miriam Schapiro and Sherry Brody’s installation Dollhouse (1972) used handcrafted textile
objects. Dollhouse consisted of textiles drawn from mementos collected by Schapiro and
Brody from women all over the country. Calling the Dollhouse her ‘shrines’ in which she
transformed her stature as “artist, wife and mother”, Schapiro expressed her feeling of being
a woman in that era. The tiny size rooms in Dollhouse, symbolised cells, in which “the hopes of
women are often imprisoned” (Smithsonian American Art Museum and Renwick Gallery,
online archive). The miniature furniture in the Dollhouse resembled real household furniture
and was a reminder of women’s domestic tasks, it reminds viewers of the domestic chores
that women do in their house.
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In my view, the most problematic elements in the

Dollhouse installation were the rich cultural textiles that
were used and turned into objects. In this installation, I
saw Indonesian batik, Persian rugs, and Indian silk, so
this installation held within it the complexities of crosscultural references. I was critical of the display of these
textiles. Through using a variety of textiles collected
from all over the world, I saw that Schapiro and Brody
intended to make this Dollhouse a metaphor for a
universal ‘house’. Their intention was to universalise
Figure 111. Schapiro, M and Brody, S ‘feminism’ in the world, however it reflected their
1972, Dollhouse installation, courtesy insensitivities toward multicultural differences and
of Smithsonian American Art Museum discounted the importance of a cultural context. In
and the Renwick Gallery
other words, Dollhouse led me to think that Schapiro
and Brody assumed that every woman in the world was
facing the same situation as they were, with the sameshared experiences.

Figure 112. Schapiro, M and Brody, S 1972, Dollhouse (detail), mixed
media, Smithsonian American Art Museum and the Renwick Gallery.

In fact, during the 1970s, not every woman in the world was aware that feminism in the west
was reaching its peak. Each country had women who were facing different challenges, telling
different stories and struggling in their own distinctive ways. Western women’s struggles in
the United States and the United Kingdom did not always neatly translate in Asia due to the
gender inequality system, the patriarchal familial context and the culture in Asia (Bloom
2010). The universalist concept of Womankind, might not work in the same way in nonwestern countries. The way Schapiro and Brody brought cultural textile objects into their
installation practice demonstrated their political strategy in challenging the patriarchal
centre of power and demonstrated an intention to speak on behalf of women internationally.
As scholar Denise Thompson wrote: “The problem with social generalisations which emanate from
the West, and in particular from the USA, is domination” (2001, pp112-133). In my view, the use of

textile objects from another culture, such as the Indonesian batik in Dollhouse, was a form of
social generalisation. By putting the fabrics all together in Dollhouse, these artists assumed
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that the women in the country that was represented by its cultural textile shared the same
challenges and difficulties. There was clearly a lack of cultural sensitivity. Moreover, the batik
used in the Dollhouse lost its identity because it was detached from a personal, social and
cultural context.
Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party was similar in its intention to speak globally on behalf of
women. Chicago took the Goddess Kali from India without knowing thoroughly the reality of
women’s lives in India. She took the Goddess Kali out of its cultural context. Taking nonwestern goddesses from their original context was refreshing, but at the same time it had
consequences as it gave an inaccurate representation of women and their histories and
stories in non-western regions. Spiritual and cultural materials such as goddesses, rituals
and textiles were very sensitive. The use of these materials requires an adequate level of
understanding and [at least] empathy. The pragmatic way of western artists such as Chicago,
Schapiro and Brody in using the goddess and other cultural material were often considered
as essentialist - or as referred to by Broude and Garrard - misread as “culturally essentialist”
(Broude and Garrard, 1994, p25). Critic Peggy Phelan added that the 1970s feminists
works have lately been considered to be naïve, outdated and “narcissistic” (Phelan 2001,
p20), which then led to the rise of the Postfeminism movement in the 1990s. In short, I see
that the use of non-western ritual and textile objects by the second wave western feminist
artists as intriguingly problematic.
However, in comparison I do not see the featuring of non-western narratives in Mendieta’s

Siluetta ‘Incantation to Olokun-Yemaya’ as a problematic issue. The Siluetta series clearly
showed Mendieta’s intention to connect with her ancestors. In all her Siluetta series,
Mendieta was experiencing a natural urgency to connect with her own culture and ancestors,
Mendieta tried to capture a sense of this search (Mendieta in Ortega 2004). Her drawing of
the Cuban goddesses Olokun and Yemaya in performance and installation represented her
feeling during her exile in the United States. The Cuban goddesses Olokun and Yemaya in
Mendieta’s ‘Incantation to Olokun-Yemaya’ installation emerged from a very personal view, a
deep obsession with her cultural origins, an urgent curiosity and a spiritual journey of tracing
[her] female identity (Ortega 2004). This work also represented her concern for losing her
valuable connection with her ancestors and origins. For Mendieta, the goddess was personal,
and it was persona. However, this ‘personal’ insight intersected with layers of social and
cultural dimensions, such as migration, exile, loss and insights on regime politics . The
narrative of ritual in the Incantation to Olokun-Yemaya was as personal as the gendered ritual
of motherhood in Mary Kelly’s Postpartum Document (1973-1979) and the racism
addressed in ‘The Wake and Resurrection of the Bicentennial Negro’ (1976) by African207
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According to an article titled ‘Ana Mendieta: Silueta Works in Mexico’ in the Museum of
Contemporary Art (MOCA) website, Mendieta was a political refugee. In 1961 she was sent by her parent
to the United States in to order escape from Fidel Castro’s regime in Cuba (Museum of Contemporary Art
2010, online archive) from http://www.moca.org/pc/viewArtWork.php?id=87 (accessed 5/5/2013).
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American artist Faith Ringgold. Both installations clearly demonstrate that the personal is
political.

Ritual and Textile in Asian Women Artists’ Work
Women artists featured in this section were renowned in the international contemporary art
arena. These women artists demonstrated the critical and creative utilisation of ritual and
textile in installation art, which deepened their daily expression, their intimate personal
experience in their culture. These artists activated their creative practice in installation art
utilising ritual and textile as political vehicles in response to personal, social and cultural
issues through contemporary art practice. These artists are Korean artist Kimsooja (born
1957), Indian artist Sheela Gowda (born 1957) and Indonesian artist Arahmaiani (born
1961).

Kimsooja
(Born 1957 in Taegu, South Korea, resident of New York, United States since 1999)
Kimsooja’s works reflect a metaphor of a nomadic living as she and her family frequently had
to move to a new place during her childhood, due to her father’s occupation as a military
troop. For Korean women, a bottari was a cultural symbol of “elopement or freeing from
social oppression” (Kim 2012, p19). Her bottari in this context occupied an “ambiguous
position” between “life and art” (Kim 2001, p138). For Kimsooja, the act of moving became a
repetitive action, a form of ‘ritual’.

Invoking this nomadic ritual in her life, Kimsooja

‘bottari‘- a wrapped bundle in her installation artwork during the
1990s. In Korea, saying: “wrap the bundle” generally means, “leaving or moving” (Kimsooja
and Obrist 1997, online archive). But instead of leaving, Kimsooja opted to accumulate the
bundles, as her bundles had nowhere to go (Kimsooja and Obrist 1998, online archive).
Wrapping a bundle for Kimsooja, represented a “symbolic act” and a “metaphor of
migrating” (Malsch 2005, online archive). Kimsooja stated:
consistently used the
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“Travelling is not always voluntary for me. I was often forced to travel. Travelling belongs to my
life, since I was a small girl… Settling down and being shuffled around, meeting and separationthese topics were always present for me. I have the mentality of a person living on a
borderline, and the materials, with which I work, correspond to that. Since my childhood I had
a lot to do with ‘longing’ and ‘homesickness’ with ‘memory gaps’ and ‘adjustment to the new
environment’.” (Kimsooja in Gerald Matt, cited in Friedemaann Malsch 2005, p2).

Bottari is a bundle wrapped up in Pojagi textile, wherein Pojagi itself is the wrapping cloths
that was traditionally used by Korean people (Ahn 2001, p108). Instead of using new fabric,
Kimsooja used the used Korean bedcovers in making her bottari. These used cloths
contained smells and memories for Kimsooja’s bottari.

208

Malsch (2005) explained that a metaphor of migrating is “concomitantly the internal state of migrants,
on the other hand a concrete, nearly magic component of a lived life” (Malsch 2005, online archive).
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Figure 113. Kimsooja 1998, Bottari, installation exhibited at Kunsthalle Fridericianum,
Kassel.

Through placing Pojagi and other fabric in her bottari together, Kimsooja enriched the

bottari with connections to her “private experiences” with “anonymous Korean women”,
connected “the past and the present”, and connected “her life with art” (Ahn 2001,
p108). The materiality of Pojagi, and used Korean clothes in Kimsooja installation,
rejuvenated and echoed the sense of nomadic living.

Hyunsun (2000) wrote that through the use of

bottari, Kimsooja’s bottari created a
relationship intermediated the “actual past
owners of the old clothes” and “those who
currently look at or take them away-future,
unknown persons” (Hyunsun 2000, online
archive).

Figure 114.

‘Bottari

Kimsooja 2007

Truck

-

and 2008,

Migrateurs,

"Je

Reviendrai"’ Bottari, performance in Paris.

Kimsooja

explored

socio-cultural

issues in her installations. She stated:
“My

works

also

includes

a

presentation of the daily life of
women’s labor and her domestic
performance trying to re-define the
social, cultural and aesthetic meaning
of it to create it’s own context in
contemporary art history” (Kimsooja
in Kimsooja and Bouriaud 2003,
online archive).

Figure 115. Figure 106 Kimsooja 2009, Mumbai: A
Laundry Field, Installation at Continua Gallery, Le
Moulin installation, Mumbai.
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Kim (2001) sees bottari in Kimsooja work
as a representation of the body and views
the cloths (Pojagi and other used cloths)
as its skin (Kim, 2001, p133). Kimsooja
highlighted the ‘immaterial’ and tacit
quality of the Korean cloths through
presenting
reflected

the
by

materiality

Korean

of

ancestors

cloths
who

believed that “cloth is the best material to
Figure 116. Kimsooja 2000, Bottari Truck, installation convey the spirit” (Kim 2001, p133).
of truck filled with bottari and used clothing, Samsung
Museum, Seoul.

For Kimsooja (2003), the needle is an “extension
of the body”, and the thread is an “extension of
mind”, then the trace of mind is “always in the
fabric” (Kimsooja in Bourriaud 2003, online
archive). Through her installations Kimsooja
related art with life and the personal with the
social. According to curator Doris von Drathen
(2006) “Kimsooja has created a profoundly
ethical anthropological work” (Drathen 2006,
online archive).

Figure 117. Kimsooja 1997, Deductive object
installation of bottari and Korean fabric held at
Akira Ikeda Gallery, Taura, Japan.

Kimsooja arranged these bottaris to enhance the viewers’ experience and provoked viewers
into activating their sensors through the smell of used bedcovers and clothing and old
fabrics. The way Kimsooja utilised bottari in her installations was that they were not merely
meant to be seen as artistic objects, they bottari were also politically charged in terms of
telling women stories and elevating Korean domestic women’s tradition. Through bottari and

pojagi materiality, Kimsooja’s bottari installations offered richly layered narratives of her own
story, other Korean women’s stories and the story of her nation as it was engaged with her
personal memory. The investment of emotions and hand labor in Kimsooja’s installations
strengthened the physical and the psychological immersive quality of her bottari installations.

135

Sheela Gowda
(Born 1957 in Badhravati India, currently resident of Bangalore India).
Sheela Gowda’s installations were influenced by Indian ritual tradition, and function as her
personal response towards Indian political instability . The confrontation between Hindu and
209

Islamic fundamentalists and the way that they politicise religion to justify hatred and mass
violence in the Bombay riot (1991) and the Mumbai riot (1992) inspired Gowda to respond
and she changed her artistic tools and materials. In the 1990s, Gowda who was originally
trained as a painter replaced the conventional oil painting and canvas materials and
substituted them with secondary and marginalised materials taken from domestic Indian
women’s rituals. The use of traditional as well as “ritual practices” in Gowda’s work often
positioned her as “resisting the expectations of both Western and Indian contemporary art”
(Chadwick 2007, pp 438-439). In other words, it had a political intention that resisted
existing western and Indian expectations.
The first series of controversial materials used by Gowda in her paintings and installations
was cow-dung. Western people consider cow-dung – a cow’s excrements, unhygienic,
however, in India in Hindu ritual and society it had a sacred and holy meaning. For native
Indian Hindus society, cow-dung was a symbol of “non-violence” (Huber-Sigwart 2012, p6) and
was even believed to be a representation of the Holy Goddess Lakshmi (Millar 2004, p4).
Marginalised women domestically processed the cow-dung as a fuel for cooking. The use of
cow-dung in Gowda’s art, surprised viewers and evoked a variety of responses (Millar 2004).
Through the use of cow-dung, Gowda’s plays with the concept of the sacred and emphasised
that sacredness relies on each individual person’s perspective. Gowda reminded the viewer
that the sacred was a totally subjective matter and through filling the art gallery [that is
considered a ‘sacred place’ for artist] with cow-dung she highlighted the sacredness of the
cow-dung from [her] Indian perspective.
Art historian Eve Millar (2004) argued that cow-dung in Gowda’s installation was political
because Gowda intentionally brought a surprising material into a “sanitized urban art world’s
spaces” – the art gallery (Millar 2004, p3). The political notion also occurred because Gowda
worked with cow’s products – a material that had been “appropriated as political tools by
Hindu far right” highlighting “communal division between Hindus and Muslims” in India (Millar
2004, p3). According to Millar (2004), Gowda was also considered as a ‘feminist’ because
she employed marginalised women- and worked with a material associated with domestic
work by women and thereby transformed it into a “viable and durable” [artistic] “sculpting
material” (Millar 2004, p3).
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Huber-Sigwart (2012) gave examples of riots in Bombay (1989) and riots in Hyderabad (1990)

136

Figure 118. Gowda S 1996, 'Gallant Hearts’, installation, cow-dung and kumkum dyes, strings,
Bangalore.

In a similar way to Kimsooja’s bottari, cow-dung became a symbol of an oppressed societal
condition. In Gowda’s case, the poverty and marginalised women who make these handmade
products have been transformed into a “source of strength” through her installation art
(Hubert-Sigwart 2012, p6). Thus, the materiality of cow-dung in Gowda’s installations not only
had the capacity to engage the viewers in a response to her use of an unconventional
material, the ‘inventiveness’ of using cow-dung, but she also politically situated the viewers in
a context in which they could explore socio-cultural issues.
Gowda’s used the frame of the ‘personal is political’ in her work as a way to bring indigenous
insights from her cultural knowledge and her social conscience into the form of a ‘new’
‘artistic language’ in contemporary art, embracing a “female-centered substance” giving
“voice to, and affirming, these women’s art making” (Millar 2004, p4). Gowda evoked the
public’s awareness and presented a “potential discourse” - which could be perceived as
‘action toward change’ if we refer to Tobach’s (1994) writing . Through her practice, Gowda
210

questioned “the role of female subjectivity in the mix of religion, nationalism and violence that
comprised contemporary Indian society” (Morrild n.d., online archive) .
211

Gowda’s ability in stylising and elevating cow-dung into such a respectful art material was not
speaking only about ritual content, but was also developing the context of ritual. The
210

See section ‘Personal is Political’ in this chapter.

211

From Herning Museum of Contemporary Art.
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juxtaposition of materials gives a vacillated ritualistic experience for the viewers - an
experience of space that sacralised (as cow-dung is sacred in India) and de-sacralised (as the
gallery was normatively a hygienic formal place of art). The way Gowda mediated subversive
ritual artefacts such as cow-dung into an art material reflected her braveness to challenge
viewers, questioning the limit of aesthetics in art. In another installation ‘Draupadi’s Vow’
(1997), Gowda also engaged with Indian folklore. She drew ideas from the Indian

Mahabharata epic, citing the story of a repressed strong woman named ‘Draupadi’.

Figure 119. Gowda S 1997, 'Draupadi's Vow' installation, strings and kumkum dyes, Gallery Ske,
Bangalore.

In ‘Draupadi’s Vow (1997), Gowda recalled the segment of the Mahabharata narrative in
which Draupadi was humiliated by Duryodhana who dragged and disrobed her hair into the
court (Hubert-Sigwart 2012; Dave-Mukherji 2012). Draupadi vowed to kill Duryodhana and
never tie her hair until she had washed her hair with Duryodhana’s blood (Hubert-Sigwart
2012; Dave-Mukherji 2012). Draupadi’s Vow evoked the notion of a ‘macabre event’ through
hundreds of tied black strings that were dyed with red kumkum dyes at the ends (HuberSigwart 2012, p7; Dave-Mukherji 2012, p3). Kumkum was a traditional pigment that was
usually used for Indian rituals, ceremonies or bindi
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(Hubert-Sigwart 2012; Dave-Mukherji

2012). By installing women’s ‘hair’ with red kumkum dyes - imitating blood; Gowda extended
the story, claiming Draupadi’s win. Through constructing this Draupadi’s Vow installation, the
212

Indian ornamental dots.
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first image of beautiful exotic straight and shiny hair turns into a horror work and enhanced
‘uneasy feelings’ (Huber-Sigwart 2012, p7).

Figure 120. Gowda S 1997, Draupadi's Vow, installation detail, gallery Ske, Bangalore.

Critic Dave-Mukherji (2012) wrote that this “counter-reading” of the Mahabharata epic not
only “supply a feminist thrust”, but through this work, Gowda’s staged a “materialist
aesthetic” toward the utilization of an unconventional material (online archive).

In the installation Collateral (2007) Gowda explored a secondary ritual material – incense,
which contained a “strong sociological” connotation (Huber-Sigwart 2012, p10). She made
incense dough, forming it in different geometrical and circular shapes, arranging them into a
poetic composition and puzzlingly burning them above metal mesh (Huber-Sigwart 2012,
p10).

Figure 121. Gowda S 2007, Collateral, installation, metal mesh and incense material, Documenta 12,
Kassel.
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Huber-Sigwart

(2012)

wrote

that

the

selection of material in Gowda’s installation
was subversive yet valuable, since in India,
the incense that related to relaxation, leisure
and a bohemian style in western culture, was
produced by female laborers who earned a
pittance of a wage (Huber-Sigwart 2012,
p10). These two distinct experiences of
Figure

122.

Gowda

S

2007,

Collateral,

installation objects details, burned incense, metal
mesh, Documenta 12, Neue Gallery, Kassel.

‘incense’ in the west and east located

Collateral, provoking further
discussion between contemporary art,
cross-cultural and socio-cultural dimension.
Gowda’s

Gowda’s Collateral installation gave voice to
marginalised women’s voices through art.
Gowda’s work was not only introducing an
alternative contemporary art medium and
aesthetic, but also presented a work that
was a powerful source of socio-cultural
knowledge

and

awareness

raiser

potentially
for

the

a

social

viewer.

In

Collateral, the incense was not situated in its
traditional context; there was no altar, Figure 123. Gowda S 2007, Collateral' 2007,
flowers, shrine, or other traditional installation, steel mesh, incense materials,
Documenta 12, Neue Gallery, Kassel.
ceremonial instruments.
Instead it was placed on very ‘formal’ and ‘cold’ metal mesh, showing none of its exotic
intention. This disposition and ‘relocation’ of incense highlighted the ironic socio-cultural
meaning attached to the incense. The performance of on-site incense making and burning by
Gowda prior to the installation wove together narratives of the incense labors, the artist and
the viewers of the installation. Hence, these strategies engaged viewers in a socio-cultural
discussion. Meanwhile, the repetitive action in the process of making, burning and locating
the incense, generated an association with ritualistic performance within the space. The
smell of the incense material and the ash of the incense engaged the viewer’s senses,
channeling viewers into Gowda’s narrative of socio-cultural dimensions.
Sheela Gowda’s art practice had a similar approach to my own art practice. We both work
with marginalised materials and work with traditional rituals in our artwork. We both work
with indigenous mythology, as well as material culture and ritualistic modes in our
installations to express our socio-cultural concerns. Gowda also used handmade objects that
were constructed in domestic environments. Despite the Indian mythology and ritual material
employment having had no direct relationship to the riots of the Hindu-Muslim

140

fundamentalists’ confrontations, she borrowed the myths and used it in a contemporary work
to contextualise the socio-cultural issues (Huber-Sigwart 2012), as I did in my installation,
utilising Mitoni and lurik. The way Gowda utilises Indian ritualistic materials such as cow-dung,

kumkum dyes, the Draupadi story, and homemade incense she demonstrated that ritualistic
strategies and the referencing of rituals were significant instruments for engaging the
viewers with socio-cultural issues.

Arahmaiani
(Born 1961 in Bandung Indonesia, currently resident in Yogyakarta, Indonesia)
Arahmaiani is a Javanese Muslim, an Indonesian installation and performance artist whose
concerns for social and political issues were expressed through her artworks (Sudiarno
2003; Havilah 2010; Schott 2007; Haupt and Binder 2003a). Arahmaiani grew up within
two diverse belief systems, giving her a unique platform from which to view ritual, textile and
socio-cultural issues. Arahmaiani’s father was an Indonesian Islamic scholar, whilst her
mother actively practiced Javanism (Schott 2007; Haupt and Binder 2003a). Her name:
Arahmaiani is a combination of an Arabic word ‘Arahma’ means loving, and Hindi’s language

‘Iani’ means ‘human being’ (Haupt and Binder 2003a). Born in Indonesia as the daughter of
an Islamic scholar, young Arahmaiani was expected to strictly follow the Islamic doctrine;
meanwhile her mother introduced syncretic Javanism influences to her as she was growing
up (Schott 2007). Arahmaiani admitted that she “unconsciously” combined the culture from
both influences in her life (Arahmaiani in Schott 2007, online archive).
213

Slightly different than Kimsooja and Gowda, Arahmaiani approached ritual and textile not
from an ethnic viewpoint but she drew her inspiration from the religious imagery of
Indonesian society. In her installation she took depictions from Arabic scriptures, as well as
from the Koran – the holy book of Islam . I can identify with Arahmaiani’s choice of these two
214

ritual objects as they are related to Indonesian Muslim culture, my culture. In Indonesia,
especially Java, there is a Muslim family tradition to get children to read, recite and learn the
Arabic Koran from an early age. The Arabic calligraphy of Allah (and/or other Arabic
calligraphies) as well as Arabic scriptures was a familiar part of an Indonesian Muslim’s life
as was reading the Koran intended to be a daily ritual. Arabic calligraphy was also often seen
in Javanese Muslim family houses. Arahmaiani was also required to learn the Koran from
early childhood (Schott 2007).
A Muslim identity has also caused Arahmaiani difficulty. On 11th June 2002, in transit on
her way to Canada, Arahmaiani was interrogated by United States immigration (Haupt and
213

"These contrasting traditions confused me as a child. But over time I have unconsciously combined
the two religious cultures and today I believe that my childhood experiences were inspiring" (Arahmaiani
quoted in Schott, 2007, online archive).
214

In her installations ‘Etalase’ (1994) and ’11 June 2002’ (2003).
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Binder 2003b; Schott 2007). She was interrogated because of her Muslim identity (Schott
2007). Immigration required her to stay overnight in a hotel room guarded by a Muslim man
who was appointed by the United States government (Schott 2007). Responding to this
traumatic experience, Arahmaiani created the installation ‘11 June 2002’ for 50 Venice
th

Biennale 2003 (15 June -20 November), that expressed her anger, pain and struggle, and
th

th

gave voice to her criticism towards this harassment and discrimination.

Figure 124. Arahmaiani 2003, 11 June 2002,

Figure 125. Arahmaiani 2003, 11 June 2002,

installation, bed, curtain, stocking, underwear,

installation detail, Koran holy book and pillow,

bathrobe, coke vending machine, held at the 50th

held at the 50th Venice Biennale.

Venice Biennale.

Figure 126. Arahmaiani 2003, 11 June 2002,

Figure 127. Arahmaiani 2003, 11 June 2002,

th

installation detail, artist’s self-portrait, the 50th

installation detail, artist’s self-portrait, the 50
Venice Biennale.

Venice Biennale.
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In the installation ’11 June 2002’ (2003) Arahmaiani represented the red and white colour
scheme of the hotel room that had soft furnishing with red heart patterned fabric. Coca-cola
vending machines were placed next to the bedsit; cola is an icon of “imperialism”
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(Datuin

2000, p2). Upon the bedding, Arahmaiani put intimate objects such as black stockings, black
underwear and her self ‘surveillance’ photos whilst stripping these stuffs from her body. She
put the Holy Koran on the white pillow of the bed as a bold statement of the defense of her
identity, manifesting her trauma. In this work, Arahmaiani invited the spectator to become a
‘voyeur’ of her intimacies: the stocking, underwear, self-surveillance photos and the Koran
(Haupt and Binder 2003b). These intimacies were a subversive critique towards the unjust
treatment she encountered with United States immigration.
Arahmaiani also used the Koran as one of her installation’s objects in an earlier work. In

Etalase (the display case) (1994) Arahmaiani displayed a copy of the Koran next to un-Islamic
objects such as a statue of Buddha, a bottle of coke, an oriental fan, a Patkwa mirror, a mini
drum, a box of sand and a pack of condoms behind a glass wooded-frame cabinet. Using a
different strategy in the use of the Koran, Arahmaiani stated that the symbols she displayed
reminded her of the “dangers of blind infatuation with anaesthetized symbols of religion” and
that they can be as harmful and “depressing” as “ecstasies” over western “materialism”
(Poshyananda quoted in Datuin 2000, p2). In short, Arahmaiani argued that ‘Etalase’ was an
installation that she could use to evoke a sense of social awareness toward an excessive
veneration of religions and symbols idolatry. The exhibition of Etalase in Jakarta elicited harsh
criticism, physical threats and protests from members of Muslim fundamentalist groups
(Datuin 2000). These people insisted and forced Arahmaiani to remove the condoms from
the etalase (Poshyananda quoted in Datuin 2000, p2) and accused Arahmaiani of sacrilege
against Islam.

Figure 128. Arahmaiani 1994-2007, Etalase, installation, a statue of Buddha, a bottle of coke, an oriental
fan, a Patkwa mirror, a mini drum, a box of sand and a pack of condoms, Bandung.
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As noticed by Mary V. Datuin (2000, online archive).
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Figure 129. Arahmaiani 1994-2007, Etalase, front side of installation, a statue of Buddha, a bottle of
coke, an oriental fan, a Patkwa mirror, a mini drum, a box of sand and a pack of condoms, Bandung.

Arahmaiani expressed her agitation in a firm and straightforward statement:
"I find the Islamicization occurring in Indonesian today very alarming. More and more
provinces are adopting Sharia laws, which I find threatening especially as a woman. I would like
to fight against this." (Arahmaiani in Schott 2007, online archive)

However, as I emphasised earlier in this section, Arahmaiani’s bold and blunt statement
regarding Islamisation cannot be viewed simply as an expression of hatred toward Islam. In
fact, she seeks to promote the peaceful aspects of Islam and being a Muslim .
216

Arahmaiani chose to criticise Islam but not because she hates Islam (Haupt and Binder
2003a). In my view, she has found a way to love Islam as well as Indonesia in her own way,
which was through maintaining the cord of humanity and frequently recalling the boon of
being human in practicing art. Arahmaiani had bravely chosen and spoken from her own
standpoint towards Islam and her experience in being an Indonesian Muslim woman. Through
utilising the Arabic scriptures and the word ‘Allah’, Arahmaiani alerts one’s awareness to the
quintessence of being human and devotion towards God beyond symbols, oppression and
doctrine. Arahmaiani evoked the viewers’ awareness, and argued that different ways of
reading and misreading the symbols and icons could distance one’s core meaning of faith.
Arahmaiani’s installation ‘Stitching the Wound’ (2006, 2011) and ‘I Love You (after Joseph

Beuys Social Sculpture) (2009) expressed this intention wholeheartedly.
The ‘Stitching the Wound’ was an artwork, which Arahmaiani made in collaboration with Jim
Thompson’s Thai silk weaving workshop. This installation accompanied a performance and
was held at The Jim Thompson Art Centre, Bangkok Thailand 2006. The primary idea of this
216

“I want to show with my art that Muslims must not always be associated with the radical Islamic
movements in the Middle East or with radical Islamic movements elsewhere. Indonesian Muslims are
different from Muslim hardliners in the Middle East. I will appeal through my work that no suspicion
should be harbored against Muslims and that Muslims should not be arbitrarily attacked […]" (Arahmaini
quoted in Sudianto 2003, online archive).
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installation was to offer an “alternative imagery” of Islam (Arahmaiani in Teh 2006, online
archive), which I saw as offering a human’s understanding and perspective toward religion.
The installation ‘Stitching the Wound’ engaged spectators through soft, fun yet graceful
gestures. Featuring an orchestration of gigantic colorful soft sculptures of Arabic scriptures
reading ‘Allah – God the almighty’, that were made from traditional Thai woven cloths,
Arahmaiani represented a warm and friendly way to introduce Islam and what it means being
Muslim. Regarding the utilisation of Arabic scripture in her installation, Arahmaiani stated:
"In many countries, Arabic scripture is immediately associated with repression and an
unyielding form of Islam. But for me, the word Allah is synonymous with love – I aim to
demonstrate the human face of religion" (Arahmaiani in Schott 2012, online archive).

Arahmaiani utilised this scripture to speak about her point of view of being a Muslim with an
inclusive perspective, a non-fundamentalist Muslim, a perspective of seeing religion from the
side of being human.

Figure 130. Arahmaiani 2006 ‘Stitching the Wound’, installation, soft sculptures of Arabic scriptures,
held at Jim Thompson Art Centre, Bangkok, Thailand.

This installation welcomed viewers with an open and cozy ambience. Some Arabic letters
were hanging on the ceiling, whilst other letters were intentionally reclined on the floor,
resembling a relaxing lounge. This installation was a move away from the images of darkness,
terrorism and rigidity of Islam. Arahmaiani’s ‘Stitching the Wound’ installation (2006)
immersed the spectator and gave them a tactile experience. The fluffiness and softness of
the objects in Stitching the Wound’ invited the viewers to encounter and embrace these soft
objects in an intimate distance. The gracious and subtle texture of the Thai woven fabric
materials used in the installation expressed elegance and sacredness of the installation’s
atmosphere.
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Prior to the exhibition of the ‘Stitching the Wound’ (2006), Arahmaiani conducted a fourteenday workshop with young Thailand Muslim female students from Baan Krua, a minority
community of Muslims in Thailand. On the first day of the workshop, Arahmaiani took the
students into the weaving studio to observe the weaving process and to encourage students’
creativity in utilising these fabrics for creating their ‘costumes’ (Arahmaiani, Lenzi et al,
2006). This activity was a metaphor for encouraging students to be active in society using
their own identities. On the second day to the eleventh day after the Thai weaving workshop
visit, these students prepared costumes from leftover weaving fabrics, assisted by a tailor
and sewers. These costumes were exhibited as objects in ‘Stitching the Wound’ installation.

The costumes created by these
female Muslim students became
the objects in the installations.
Through involving female students
to directly engage and take part in
this installation, I thought that
Arahmaiani had attempted to link,
share and weave together the
metanarrative of being Muslima –
a
Figure

131.

Arahmaiani

2006,

‘Stitching the Wound’,

installation, costumes made by female students from Baan Krua
Muslim community, held at Jim Thompson Art Centre,
Bangkok, Thailand.

female

Muslim

in

Asia.

Installation ‘Stitching the Wound’
was also brought to Indonesia and
exhibited in Yogyakarta Biennale
(2011).

The strategy to soften and make tender ‘Islamic imageries’ as Arahmaiani used in ‘Stitching
the Wound’ (2009, 2011) was retained and developed in her installation and performance ‘I

Love You (after Joseph Beuys Social Sculpture)’ (2009) which was exhibited and performed
at Esplanade, Singapore.
In ‘I Love You (after Joseph Beuys Social Sculpture)’ (2009), Arahmaiaini installed gigantic
plump colorful soft sculptures of Arabic scripture, which read, ‘I love you’. This exhibition was
as a result of Arahmaini’s collaboration with communities in Australia, German, China, the
Middle East and Japan. This installation was accompanied by a performance of multicultural,
multi-aged, multi-gendered people waving colourful fabric flags sewn and embellished with a
variety of positive words, using different languages and letters. Soft sculpture and fabric
materiality in Arahmaiani’s installation also became a representation of a ‘non violence’
attitude. Borrowing humanity’s universal keyword of ‘love’, Arahmaiani approached
international audiences with a heartfelt and touching approach to introducing what it means
to be Muslim and practicing the Islamic faith.
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Figure 132. Arahmaiani 2009, ‘I Love You (after Joseph Beuys Social Sculpture)’,
installation, soft sculptures, flags and fabric appliqué of Arabic scriptures, Esplanade,
Singapore.

Figure 133. Arahmaiani 2009, ‘I Love You (after Joseph Beuys Social Sculpture)’, installation detail,
fabric appliqué of Arabic scriptures, Esplanade, Singapore.

Arahmaiani’s decision to utilise plain non-ornamented and non-ethnic fabric, as the material
for the objects was prudent as these fabrics were free from association to particular ethnic
groups. Using plain fabric, Arahmaiani also moved away from the obligation to account for
cultural clarity of the textiles. Her focus to spotlight rituals and promote peace and love
through exposing Arabic (read – Islam association) scriptures thus became sharper for the
viewers.
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Figure 134. Arahmaiani 2009, ‘I Love You (after

Figure 135. Arahmaiani 2009, ‘I Love You (after

Joseph Beuys Social Sculpture)’, performance

Joseph Beuys Social Sculpture)’, performance

Esplanade, Singapore.

Esplanade, Singapore.

Arahmaiani’s statement on her works demanded peace and critiques oppression, violence,
discrimination and imperialism in life. For Arahmaiaini, art and life were inseparable, she
stated: “Art and life are like the source and the end of the river. I endeavor to understand life
as it is and I place art as the catalyst of this understanding process.” (Arahmaiani quoted in
Wang 2008, online archive). Furthermore she even considered art as a “tool” to “examine”
and “assess” reality (Arahmaiani 2010, p90) Arahmaiani sees art as “a self-standing
discourse” which cannot be dictated to by any parties including “religious leaders”
(Arahmaiani 2010, p90). Furthermore, she also considered art as a “liberating force” – “the
essence of life” in which to give birth to “ideas and concept” (Arahmaiani 2010, p90).
Interestingly, Arahmaiani was convinced that art could connect “the past, the present and the
future” (Arahmaiani 2010, p90). This statement can be linked to Lippard’s argument on the
function of art to bridge past, present future in ritual-inspired art (Lipard 1980). Broadly
speaking, Arahmaiani’s practice bravely demonstrated her own standpoint, fuelling a spirit of
pursuing social change and enhancing access to humanity. Regarding this standpoint,
Arahmaiani also had her own view of feminists, she wrote:
“To be a feminist means one must face formidable challenges from the conservatives and the
fundamentalists. Conflict happens because the religious conservatives and fundamentalists
don’t want to loose the legitimacy of their power!” (Arahmaini 2007, online archive) .
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As seen from her statement above, her concerns were specific to the politics in religion. This
perspective was framed by her experience and cultural background as a Javanese,
Indonesian female Muslim.
Arahmaiani’s intention to elicit the spectators’ humanity through her installations was rooted
in her principles for maintaining a social conscience and human’s ‘intrinsic role as social,
human beings’
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in making art. Critic Thomas J. Berghuis writes that Arahmaiani’s

As quoted in the Brooklyn Museum website, Elizabeth A. Sackler Center for Feminist Art
http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/eascfa/feminist_art_base/gallery/arahmaiani.php, accessed 15/5/2013.

217

This term borrowed from Thomas J. Berghuis (2010) ‘the distance between us’ in ‘Edge for
Elsewhere’ (edited by Lisa Havilah, p48).
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installations are grounded in
“[…] the need to develop better awareness of the social context in which the creative process
of art materializes […] and to seek new ways to connect art with our everyday experiences of
community and culture” (Berghuis 2010, p48).

Hence, Arahmaiani suggested that art must be able to “encourage new awareness of
humanity and new social consciousness (Arahmaiani 2010, p90). This need thus referred to
an artist’s inner calling concerning layered personal, social, political and cultural dimensions
(chapter one). As elaborated in the beginning of this section, Arahmaiani personal’s
background and her own struggle as a Javanese female Muslim has affected and highlighted
her specific interests in the politicisation of religion and humanity. In order to convey her
statements through installation and performance art Arahmaiani’s social conscience has
influenced her approach in selecting materials and forms. In sum, the involvement of religious
ritual symbols such as the Arabic scriptures and the Koran as well as the use of sewn and
stitched fabric in her installations was fuelled by her exploration in social, personal and
cultural dimensions, triggered by her sense of humanity. When the elements of ritual and
textile in Arahmaiani’s installation were able to immerse, provoke and evoke the spectator’s
emotions in order to unpack layers of their own personal, social and cultural narratives, this
is when Arahmaiani’s personal gets political and generated a spectrum of social responses.

Conclusion
Ritual is political, and installation is considered as a ritual when it has a political and
performative function. This chapter also frames my argument that textile objects constructed
through handmade and craft processes can represent ritualistic forms and convey sociocultural dimensions. In regards to the use of textiles in installation arts practice, the artistic
function of textiles was explored in the fiber art movement to pursue the legitimation of
textiles and craft as a form of art. However, it was the politicisation of textiles and the
exploration of textiles’ social impact and its use in the second wave of the feminist art
movement of the 1970s, which successfully elevated the status of textiles in art and as art.
Concomitantly with the success of this elevation of the status of textiles as material, the
practice of soft sculptures and textile-related techniques such as handmade textile objects
and textile craft techniques also became a prominent strategy for women artists’ installation
practices to express their critiques within societies.
Installation art practice by women artists both from the western second wave feminism
movement of the 1970s and Asian countries, demonstrated salient practices of installation
art that used rituals and textiles as artistic and political weapons. Women artists’
installations presented in this chapter also highlight the strategic use of rituals and textiles
for discussing social and cultural issues through contemporary arts practice. Beyond the
similarities between the second wave feminist artists and Asian women artists, there was a
distinction between the use of rituals and textiles, which was also linked to feminism’s
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interpretation in Asia. Three Asian women artists that were featured in the end of this
chapter: Kimsooja, Sheela Gowda and Arahmaiani demonstrated the creative practice of
utilising rituals and textiles for creative inquiry and critical response purposes. Through their
installations, these artists made both the Asian marginalised women and socio-cultural
issues visible through a creative practice in contemporary art. Installation art played a
fundamental role in exploring socio-cultural issues, especially for Asian female socio-cultural
issues. The ‘personal is political’ can be reflected from the utilisation of rituals and textiles.
Finally, this chapter drew the conclusion that the narratives taken from rituals and textiles
using the perspective of female artists were able to convey complex discussions on personal,
the social and the cultural dimensions of society.
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Chapter Four
Creative Outcome

This chapter looks at my art practice as a strategy for referencing Mitoni ritual and utilising

lurik cloths in my installation and considers how the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloth hold such a
complex matrix of cultural narratives when viewed through the lens of the histories of social
sculpture. The structure of this chapter starts with a section on the relationship between
installation art and Mitoni ritual, and how I have developed strategies that extend the
‘personal is political’ philosophy into my art practice. This section continues with a chronology
of my studio research and exhibitions and explores the early installations ‘In Memoriam
Loved’ (Yogyakarta, 2011) and ‘The Prayer’ (Wollongong, 2011), a work in progress titled
Recalling the Goddess Sri (Wollongong, 2012), and it then focuses on my final installation
‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ (Wollongong, 2013).

Installation Art and Mitoni Ritual
The installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stiches of Lament’ (2013) further developed my
interest in the relationship between social change and installation practice. It built on the
history and development of installation practice in Indonesia. I explored my own role as an
Indonesian artist and my own interpretations of social sculpture , as a ‘sculptural’ form that
219

critiques my society. In social sculpture, an artist creates a tale for a significant purpose: to
offer an imaginative possibility that can heal society’s wounds (Rosenthal 2004) . The
220

installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stiches of Lament’ is a visual storytelling that helped craft
my critical thoughts and evocated and deepened my emotions and personal memories of the
socio-cultural situation in my country of Indonesia, and my upbringing within the Javanese
tradition and culture. As I emphasised in chapter one, the desire to create the ‘Mitoni, Lurik

and the Stiches of Lament’ installation emerged from my concern for a particular social
situation in Indonesia, especially the politicising religion which was impacting on the Javanese
219

Borrowed from Joseph Beuys (further discussion of social sculpture is located in chapter one).
Regarding social sculpture, critic Caroline Tisdall stated that the “moulding processes of art are taken as a
metaphor of moulding of society, itself an organic entity; thus we have Beuys’s social sculpture” (Tisdall
quoted in Rosenthal 2004, p26)
220

Rosenthal’s comment on Beuys’s ‘invention’ of Tartars’s rescue, fat and felt story (Rosenthal 2004,
p63)
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traditional practice and the condition of the lurik home weaving industry. The motivation was
driven by my social conscience and connected issues of life, society and politics through art
making. Through my installation practice these discussions of socio-cultural issues were
explored and were evidenced in the development of the work and presented in the form of an
installation. These social issues took form in my installations through an exploration of ritual,
in particular through my own experiences of the Javanese traditional Mitoni pregnancy ritual.
My installation acted as a container for the multiple narratives and ethnographic information
surrounding the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths.
The creative conception of ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stiches of Lament’ installation allowed me to
introduce the Javanism philosophy into my art making. Javanism was rooted in syncretism –
a concept that I re-interpreted as a fusion of differences. I was responding to this impulse
toward Javanism, and I used it as a strategy to bring together the fragmented narratives of
the Mitoni and lurik. Examples included the narratives of prayers - which were given a visual
form in the Mitoni artifacts and in the use of lurik patterns, as well as stories of female divine
Goddess Sri - which were conveyed in the Javanese wayang puppet mythology as well as in
the Javanese folktales such as ‘Nyi Pohaci’ and ‘Sri and Sadana’. The oral narratives of
Javanese old myths - such as the suggestion for a pregnant woman to carry scissors for the
protection of the unborn baby and the use of the lurik cloths as protectors and healers of the
child, were used in the installation’s space. I brought everyday objects together, such as
scissors, a blade razor and the horizontal lines of the lurik cloth that carried with it its cultural
context as ritualistic acts in the installation’s space.
These multitudes of narratives, myths, mythologies, and folktales were drawn from different
ethnographic research such as literature readings; a direct participation in a traditional
ceremony (2006), observation of Javanese ceremonies (2006-2012) and interviews with
the facilitator and weavers (2011) who supported my studio research. From these
ethnographic interviews and research, I discovered that each fragmented narrative had a
connection to the other narrative. For example, the story of the female divinity of Goddess Sri
in the Javanese wayang puppet mythologies and folktales connect with the Mitoni ritual
through the presence of particular features including Sri wayang figures, cotton yarn and
woven lurik cloths. This story of female divinity was considered as a political story in
Indonesian Muslim society as it was not compatible with Islamic doctrine.
The relationship between contemporary Southeast Asian arts to traditional Southeast Asian
cultures was noted and discussed in three different scholarly papers written by art historian
Julie Ewington (1995, 1996), scholar Jason Jones (2000) and art historian Susan Ingham
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“Given the close association of all the traditional arts in Indonesia, the relationship between
performance and ceremony, for example, and the objects involved in such events, it is arguable that it was
indigenous art forms that naturally engaged with contemporary western installation art. In the home
environment it constituted an artistic weapon against establishment art practices, and on the international
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(2007). Art critic Julie Ewington (1995) argued that Southeast Asian artists have adopted
the term and practice of ‘installation art’, because it was ‘congenial’ to the cultural context of
Southeast Asia (p108). According to Ewington (1995), one of many aspects of installation
that attracted Southeast Asian artists is the notion of the ‘blurring’ between ‘art and life’ in
the practice of installation art (p108).
Jones (2000) echoed Ewington’s (1995) statement of the ‘blurring’ boundary between art
and life in Southeast Asian art. Jones (2000) states: “[for the Southeast Asian Artists] the
lines between art and real life are fluid and arbitrary, blurred in a sense” (p4). The merging of
real life with art forms indicated the interconnectedness between dimensions of ritual life
experiences and the artwork itself. The removal of barriers between real life objects in art
forms and life, aimed to contrast the distance between reality and art. When the distance
between the artwork and reality was reduced, the spectators began to engage in the
artwork. This engagement was crucial in installation art practice, because the spectator
needed to have a real experience of the artist’s world and expected to be immersed in the
artists’ narratives.
The communication value has been cited as the function in both ritual and installation art
practice. Anthropologist Stanley Jerayaj Tambiah (1985) stated that ritual was considered
as form of communication. Tambiah explained that ritual was “a culturally constructed
system of symbolic communication” (p133). The ‘communication’ function Tambiah
discussed referred to the communication inside the ethnic communities and the
communication between humans and God. In my case, the installation practice allowed me to
utilise ritual as a framework for my personal concerns and my individual perspective. The

Mitoni ritual was considered as a practice and as a visual form of prayer to communicate
with God and the society. Through bringing the Mitoni into my installation, I could
communicate its layered ethnographic stories and socio-cultural entanglement from a
woman artist’s perspective.
Regarding traditional rituals and textiles, Ewington (1995) wrote that “textiles, […] and entire
rituals” could be seen as ‘invaluable resources’ to ‘cultural recuperation’ (p109), a valuable
resource from Southeast Asian artists. She continued, the “rich cultural heritages” on the
Southeast Asia region has opened up “a treasure-house” for Southeast Asian installation
artists (Ewington 1995, p115). Similarly, in a discussion that regarded traditional practice as
a contemporary art treasure, art historian Susan Ingham (2007) even argued that
Indonesian traditional and indigenous art has a role as an artist’s artistic weapon to resist
the “establishment art practice” and became a ‘portable art project’ that highlighted their
existence in an international arena (p235). In conclusion, both Ewington (1995) and Ingham

exhibition circuit, it was a portable art object that could be reconstructed in different combination”
(Ingham 2007, p235).
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(2007) have argued that traditional rituals from Southeast Asia can enrich contemporary art
practice.
Personally, I can see the Mitoni ritual as both a traditional ritual practice and as a form of art.
According to Casey (2007): “When it comes to the question of the sacred contemporary art,
let immediate experience guide you” (p61). In responding to Casey’s statement, the Mitoni
ritual was the first thing that came into my mind regarding sacred art. My own sacred
experience of the Mitoni was reflected in the way I activated my installation’s space, through
the use of the Mitoni’s features, such as the Mitoni’s most sacred material (lurik), the
direction of the Mitoni’s holy bath, and the shape of the Mitoni’s objects, and the use of
handmade techniques in the art making process. Being the participant in the Mitoni ritual in
2006 was the most immediate sacred experience in my life. This sacred experience was
crucial in enhancing my understanding of the role of traditional ritual in contemporary art and
installation practice. My position in my practice-led research installation was as an artist who
has occupied both contexts of traditional culture and contemporary art. For me, these two
contexts were not contesting each other. Instead, I argue that through occupying both
traditional and contemporary contexts I could strengthen a viewers’ experience through an
insight into the dialectical relationship between traditional and contemporary arts practice.
The Mitoni ritual was also used to bring the narrative from the past into the future. Through
exploring the connections between ritual and installation art, I concluded that Mitoni has
similar qualities with installation arts in terms of communication values and an orientation to
the viewers’ experience.
Regarding discussions of the Mitoni’s participant’s performance and its connection to
installation, I researched Jones (2000) and Ewington (1996). Jones (2000) sees traditional
Southeast Asian Theater such as Wayang222 or Nang yai223 as a primal form of installation art
in Asia (Jones 2000). This primal form makes installation art [in the context of Southeast
Asian culture] an acceptable communication tool (Jones 2000) . Jones (2000) argues that
224

“Southeast Asia’s remaining personal and cultural connections to performance have paved
the way for the acceptance of installation art as a means of self and societal expression” in
the Southeast Asian region (2000, p4). Similarly, Ewington (1996) also highlights that
“performance as a cultural mode” is “profoundly influential on Indonesian contemporary art”,
as it has a role in “the insistence on visual art as a forum of social concern; in personal
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Traditional Javanese shadow puppetry theatre.
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Thailand‘s traditional shadow puppetry play.
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Jones (2000) argues that due to Southeast Asia’s deep history of “understanding theater as a
representation of life, the distinct lines drawn between fantasy and reality in Western culture are far more
difficult to discern in the Southeast Asian situation “ (p3). Furthermore, Jones explains that in viewing
theater such as wayang, the Indonesian viewers are usually able to identify with the story being told into
their own life experiences (p3).
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engagements between artists and audiences through essentially public discourses; in the
emphasis on process and experience” (1996, p60).
Both Jones (2000) and Ewington (1996) agree that the installation arts practice in
Southeast Asia corresponded to their traditional and cultural performance art. In fact,
traditional rituals in Java are also often referred to as ‘performance’ (as in Ewington 1996)
225

. According to Ewington (1996) the “direct adaptation of the traditional uses of

performance” by Indonesian artist was used as a “mode of engagement with contemporary
issues” in “theatrical installations” (1996, p61). Thus, in order to open the link between
performance and installation, the discussion on theatricality is presented in this section.
The discussion regarding theatricality links the relationship between installation art and
performance, highlights the significance of the spectator’s role in installation art, and explains
the artist’s physical absence in installation. The theatricality has been often mentioned in the
discussion of installation art practice by installation art scholars (Bishop 2005; Oliveira, Oxley
and Petry 2003; Rebentisch 2012) and originally came from the writings of critic Michael
Fried regarding minimalist art . Critic Juliane Rebentisch (2012) writes that theatricality has
226

been widely related to installation art since historian Rosalind E Krauss positioned
theatricality as an ‘umbrella’ for myriads artistic practice in 1977 (Rebentisch 2012, p21).
The proximity between theater and installation art (Bishop 2005; Oliveira, Oxley and Petry
2003; Rebentisch 2012; Spector 2006), the connection between Southeast Asian
installation art to traditional theater and performance (Ewington 1995, 1996; Ingham 2007;
Jones 2000) and the discussion of theatricality in ritual (Adan 2006; Tambiah 1985)
highlighted the significant inclusion of the viewers in the intersection between ritual,
performance and installation art. Rebentisch (2012) noted that in Minimalist Art 227 : “The
viewer seemed to have been released from his passive role. He no longer simply came to
stand in front of the work, but was, as it were, actively and physically included in it.” (p39). This
momentum marked a theatrical quality in the artwork. The ‘mechanisms of the theater’ was
a scholarly term relating installation art and theatricality that emerged from theorist Randall
Packer (2011)

228

. The ‘mechanism’ referred to a ‘structured system that developed to
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Ewington (1996) states: “Performance in all its guises – festivals, dance, other rituals – is the key
cultural modality in Java” (p60).
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Michael Fried (1967) Art and Objecthood, Artforum (Rebentisch 2012, p21). Minimalism itself,
according to Rebentisch (2012) is accounted for as the practice of installation art avant la lettre. In
arguing this, Rebentisch is borrowing Thierry de Duve’s (1983) definition of minimal art “the
establishment of a singular set of spatial relations between the object and architectural space, which
forces the spectator to see himself as being part of the created situation” (de Duve in Rebentisch 2012,
p71).
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In fact, minimalist art is also a precursor of installation art (Bishop 2005; Rebentisch 2012).
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On his discussion of Richard Wagner’s stage strategy, Randall Packer (2011) in ‘The
Gesamtkunstwerk and Interactive Multimedia’, Packer (2011) in ‘The Aesthetic of Total Artwork’ edited
by Anke Finger and Danielle Follett (pp155-167).
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achieve the goal’. The ‘mechanisms of theater’ , according to Packer (2011) was able to
229

transport the viewers’ “mind, emotion, and senses to an otherworldly place where the
perception of reality is reconfigured by the artist’s construction” (p159).
Even though the theatricality aspect was mostly associated with ‘stage’, the theatre was one
of the “paradigms” in “today’s installations [art]” (Oliveira, Oxley and Petry 2003, p18).
Oliveira, Oxley and Petry (2003) confirm the “relationship between the artist and the
audience” in installation art as being equivalent to a theatrical space (p17). Highlighting
curator Robert Storr’s argument on removing the “proscenium arch”, Oliveira, Oxley and
Petry (2003) echoed, in installation “the removal of the frame that separates stage from
auditorium brings together the spheres of making and viewing” (p18). Regarding theatricality,
artist Ilya Kabakov stated that an installation artist’s role was to be the “director” of “a wellstructured dramatic play” (Kabakov in Bishop 2005, p14). This role allowed me to construct
a scene that could enhance the spectator’s experience in my installation art. In order to
enhance the theatrical aspect and include the viewers into the installation narratives, the
element of the Mitoni ritual such as the equipment and supplies or character taken from
myth related to the Mitoni could be extracted, transferred and utilised into installation art
objects.
The theatrical element is also significant within the context of ritual. Art historian Elizabeth
Adan (2006) noted that theatricality is often found in the practice of ritual. Tambiah wrote
that ritual also has a “performative” mode or “theatrical sense” (Tambiah cited in Adan 2006,
p23). In fact, the Mitoni ritual is also imbued with theatricality, as there is a plot - through
segments in the ceremony, a ‘stage’ in the space - as the basic principle of the Mitoni space
construction is that the guests should see the entire performance, and dramatisation in the
entire scene of the Mitoni ceremony
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- as the performers are directed by a ritual facilitator.

Bringing Mitoni ritual features into the practice of installation art thus has a theatricality
resonance to the installation space. As ritual also has a theatrical sense, thus I argue that
when installation artists engage with ‘ritual insight’ in their practice, they are able to activate
a ‘theatrical mechanism’ (see Packer in earlier paragraph in previous section) in their
practice. Utilising the paradigm of theatrical mechanisms, I intend to deliver to the viewer’s
‘mind, emotion and senses’
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to my (or their) otherworldly site, utilising insight from the

Mitoni ritual.
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The element of theater, according to Packer (2011) is including “space, light, motion, sound, and
image” (p159).
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Kabakov cited in Bishop (2005) noted that ‘plot’ and ‘dramatic’ play are included as a characteristic
of theater (Bishop 2005, p14). ‘Stage’ also is referred to as part of theater (Oliveira, Oxley and Petry
2003, p 18).
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Borrowed from Randall Packer (2011, p159).
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Regarding the relationship between artists and their artwork, philosopher Theodor Adorno
stated, “distance is the primary condition for getting close to the content of a work” (Adorno
cited in Coulter-Smith 2006, p1), meaning artists have to move away from the artwork, in
order to see its [artwork] own content thoroughly. Rebentisch (2012) referred to critic
Rousseau, and argued that even theatre requires “the ability to see oneself through the eyes
of others” (Rebentisch 2012, p65). Rebentisch suggested that in order to achieve this ability,
one should take distance from the self (Rebentisch 2012, p65). Taking a distance from the
self is “the prerequisite of self-reflection”, allowing one to see “oneself playing role” and to
conceive “this role not as a natural fact, but as a product of one’s performance” (Rebentisch
2012, pp65-66). Rebentisch (2012) also noted that all this capacity in taking distance from
an artwork implied “a consciousness of performance” (p66). Through her statement above,
Rebentisch emphasized that theatricality critiques led to highlighting one of the installation
art practice’s achievements, which was the inclusion of viewers in the art (Rebentisch 2012,
p71) The ‘performative’ aspect of the installation lies in the experience of engagement
between the viewers and the installation. The achievement of both minimalist art and
installation art was rooted in “the performative perspective of the person experiencing it”
(Rebentisch 2012, p71). The inclusion of the beholder as spectator in installation art also
challenged objectivism
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(Rebentisch 2012).

Thus, recalling Bishop (2005), the spectator’s experiences that were included in the
installation were the key to the installation. According to scholars Nicky Gregson and Gillian
Rose (2000), it was “the practices” which brought the space into “being” (2000, p446).
Thus, the artist’s role was to construct the space that could immerse and affect the
audience ‘physically’ and ‘psychologically’ (Bishop 2005, p47).
Through the integration of personal experience, research, and reflection towards the
Javanese Mitoni ritual and a study of ritual in contemporary art, I have concluded that
traditional ritual and experience toward a ritual is a strategic reference for installation
practice. The important role and cultural context of the Mitoni ritual as an intergenerational
form that links the past into the present is retained in the form of installation art.
I intended the use of textile (lurik cloths) in my installation to resonate in the spirit of pursuing
recognition that was echoed by the fiber art movement and the second wave of feminist art
of the 1970s. Due to a personal philosophical view of stitching and the historical connection
between stitching and Islamisation in Java, I chose stitching as a strategy to express my
anxiety regarding Indonesian socio-cultural changes. This strategy also attempted to connect
the fragmented ethnographic narratives and mythologies from the Mitoni ritual and lurik
232

“[…] what lends the movement against objectivism in art theory and criticism particular momentum is
the novel active role installation art seems to assign to the beholder. […] Installations are not only objects
to be beheld but simultaneously also the site of reflection on the aesthetic practice of beholding.”
(Rebentisch 2012, p15).
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cloths. The utilisation of lurik in my installation represented my position as a Javanese woman
responding to Indonesian socio-cultural issues through a creative arts practice. Stitching lurik
cloths as installation objects was intended to frame both artistic and political purposes in my
work, as stitching the lurik cloth could connect ritual and installation art, conveying my
personal view toward Indonesian socio-cultural issues. The practice of stitching and the use
of lurik were considered political in its Javanese historical and cultural context. The act of
stitching the lurik as objects of my installation was regarded as an activity of stitching the
wounds of my society as well as a practice of bricolage that connected and recalled
fragmented narratives together in my ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stiches of Lament’ installation
(2013).
The use of Mitoni ritual narratives and the mythology of the Goddess Sri in my installation
‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ can link ritual, textile and the socio-cultural issue
concerned. The use of Mitoni features in the creative practice of installation can enhance the
political and performative role of installation art for expressing my lament about the potential
loss of the Mitoni ritual and the multiple female narratives within it. The use of the Mitoni
ritual features in my installation also has a political intention to critically respond to the sociocultural issues in Indonesia
In the following section I introduce my ‘Mitoni, Lurik, and the Stiches of Lament’ installation
with a discussion of earlier works that were critical in the development of the final installation.
These works are ‘In Memoriam Loved’ (Yogyakarta, 2011) ‘The Prayer’ (2011), and the
work in progress exhibition ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ (2012).

Early Works
The work In Memoriam Loved (Yogyakarta, February 2011) was my first project. This work
was exhibited in the Fiber Face 3: International Fiber art Group Exhibition held in Yogyakarta,
Indonesia, February 2011. The aim of this work was to explore and express the feelings of
loss that I was experiencing regarding the decline of the practice of the Mitoni ritual. There
was also an intention to evoke the act of protection I experienced as a participant in the

Mitoni ritual, through the use of the lurik textile. I did this through the action of wrapping the
lurik onto itself in the same way a pregnant woman is wrapped in lurik cloths in the Mitoni
ritual. The wrapping acts as a form of ‘protection’ for pregnant women in the segment
‘Nyamping’ (wrapping cloths in Mitoni ritual), I extended this act of ‘encircling’ and ‘wrapping’
lurik to sculpting the objects. I worked with the lurik cloths and invested in them a feeling of
loss, a glimpse of fear, a discomfort, and a regret of the political effects on the Javanese
tradition.
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Figure 136. Murwanti, A 2011, ‘In Memoriam Love', artwork detail, lurik cloths, wooden box, scissor,
stickers, exhibited at Fiber Face 3: International Fiber art Group Exhibition , Taman Budaya,
Yogyakarta.

Figure 137. Murwanti, A 2011, ‘In Memoriam Love', wall installation, lurik cloths, wooden box,
scissor, stickers, exhibited at Fiber Face 3: International Fiber art Group Exhibition, held at
Taman Budaya, Yogyakarta.

The work ‘In Memoriam Love’ consisted of blunt indigo capital letters - ‘LVED’. They were
vertically installed on the wall, with the ‘O’ letter missing to be read as ‘LOVED’. The ‘O’ from
the word ‘LOVED’ was substituted by a wooden ‘storage’ box hall full of lurik soft sculptures
and a rustic pair of scissors. The ‘love’ was already in the past. The Mitoni (represented by

lurik) lay in this unwanted box and became a metaphor of society’s gradual neglect of the
ceremony, and rejection of traditional rites (chapter one and two). However I also believe that
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the Javanese society does actually store the rites, the narratives, and the cultural stories in
the ‘storage box’ deep inside their hearts.
I linked these lurik objects together with an old Javanese myth of ‘protection’ for pregnant
women. The Javanese believed that pregnant women should carry sharp utensils such as
scissors, razors, a small knife or cutter underneath their clothing to protect their babies from
evil . In the Mitoni ritual, scissors were also included in the offerings (chapter two). I installed
233

a pair of rustic scissors in the installation, with the intention to express the inefficiency of my
society in protecting this tradition. The lurik objects and rustic scissors were placed in the
wall-installed wooden box that became a metaphor of storage - storage for unwanted things.
Through the placing of scissors together with the lurik objects in this ‘storage’ box, I
attempted to express neglectfulness and loss.
My second work in this research project is titled ‘The Prayer’, and was exhibited in July 2011
as a part of the Postgraduate Student Group Exhibition at Backstage Hope, University of
Wollongong. In this installation, I attempted to recall the physical and visual form of prayers in
the Mitoni ritual that were represented through offerings. Moreover, in the lurik cloth, I also
wove craftswomen’s prayers and interpreted these prayers through the installation of soft
sculptures of Javanese tumpeng234 (rice cone) and offerings of fruit, made from lurik cloth.
The placement of lurik cloths on the floor resembled a traditional mat that was used to line
the floor for the guests of the Mitoni ritual. Spreading lurik textiles on the floor enabled the
work to connect with traditional practices of the Mitoni ritual. In its cultural context, the
offering and mat also represented protection. The offering protected people from bad luck
and the mat protected the offering from dust on the ground giving the objects a noble place.

Figure 138. Murwanti, A 2011 The Prayer, soft sculpture and a lurik cloth, Backstage Hope Gallery,
University of Wollongong.
233

I heard this myth plenty of times from my mother, my nanny, my family and relatives since I was five
years old.
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Rice cone, symbolises prayer are devoted to God (chapter two).
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These soft sculptures are unstable, haptic, imperfect and tactile, and have the capacity to
convey the artist’s emotions and evoke feelings in the viewer. For this reason I decided to use
hand-stitched soft sculptures as the main feature of my installation. However stitching was
not only used to shape and construct the objects, but was also used as a metaphor for
‘stitching the wounds’ of my society. As I wrote earlier in this chapter, the stitching has
political meaning in a Javanese context, as it captured the impact of the introduction of Islam
in the Javanese costume tradition (Taylor 1997).

Through stitching, I attempted to
convey to the viewers that my art
practice was not against Islam or any
other religion. Instead, I attempted to
express my view as a Javanese
Muslim woman and presented a view
of Islam through my own perspective.
Stitching intended to connect this
thought

to

the

viewers.

I

commemorated Javanese syncretism
Figure 139. Murwanti A 2011, The Prayer, soft sculpture, in my art practice, which has Islam as
Backstage Hope Gallery, University of Wollongong.

one of the elements.

In stitching, there was a consistent and emotional repetitive process, which I believed to be a
form of contemplation, evaluation as well as reflection. The repetitive act of stitching I
experienced as a spiritual practice. The power of repetitive activity in channeling the ‘spirit’
also occurs in the context of art practice, as expressed by artist Kiki Smith. Smith (2007)
argued that there was a “spiritual power” in the act of repetition in the art-making process
(Hung and Magliaro 2007, p12). Kiki Smith was an artist from the second wave feminism
movement. She often used repetition, ritualistic practice, religious figures and created
otherworldly creatures inspired by fairytales in her installation to connect viewers with
spiritual and religious themes (Kimmelman 2006).
In the practice of installation, the stitching was often used as an artistic and political tool in
making installation objects, such as in the works of the artist Louise Bourgeois (1911-2010).
Artist and academic Agnieszka Golda (2012) explores Bourgeois’ use of stitching was a
strategy for “narrating stories about mending, reparation and healing” (Golda 2012, p78).
The use of textile craft objects in Bourgeois’ installations began in the middle of the 1990s
and was inspired by her childhood, rituals and her relationship with her mother (Bernadac
2006). For Bourgeois, the process of cutting and stitching was an equivalent activity to the
sculpting process, in which she used personal mementos through the preservation and use
of old fabric and clothing as materials in the reconstruction of her past together with her
“private memories” (Bernadac 2006, p154 and p158). She regarded stitching as a tool for
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repairing and connecting (Bernadac 2006). Bourgeois also considered a needle as magic,
which symbolically patched personal memories together. Bourgeois stated: “The needle is
used to repair the damage. It’s a claim for forgiveness. It is never aggressive, it’s not a pin”
(Bourgeois in Lombardi 2013, online archive). Bourgeois’ stitching demonstrated that the
use of stitching in installations was political, emotional and artistic. In her work ‘Untitled’
(1996) Bourgeois entangled thread and lace and stitched them in a voodoo-like doll.
Bourgeois’ handmade emotional stitching in this work gave the viewers a sense of a human’s
melancholic gesture, and at the same time, a sense of her obsession for fixing and repairing
flaws. Bourgeois’ stitched soft sculptures were subversive yet attractive, poetic yet very
personal; they immersed the viewers into the story she had embedded in her installation.
What I learnt from Bourgeois’ perspective in stitching was the political role of stitching in the
context of installation art practice; I concluded that when the stitching worked as a poetic
representation of an artist’s emotions and an idea, then this stitching has the potential to
become a political tool and draw viewers into the installation.
I viewed stitching as a strategic technique that enabled me to weave socio-cultural stories
together with my personal stories and also as a metaphor for representing my lament at the
gradual loss of the Mitoni and the lurik. However, stitching also had its own historical
narrative in the Islamisation process in Java. My interest in the use of stitching was a
strategy to connect the installation objects to the layers of stories embedded in the
ceremonial objects and imagery that these soft sculptural forms drew upon. Stitching bound
personal, social and cultural narratives together in my installation art.
Through stitching I engaged the spectators to a sense of restoration and preservation. Apart
from its political intention, I personally understood stitching as a metaphor to re-build and retell the narratives, as threads that captured my ideas. Stitching was a connector and catalyst
for multiple faded and puzzled narratives of personal, social and cultural dimensions. It
reflected the interconnectedness of the complex and multiple narrative webs of the Mitoni,

lurik and the socio-cultural dimensions in Indonesia for me. Hence, I regarded stitching as a
wholehearted act of repairing and connecting. Bourgeois noted the quality of stitching as a
metaphor for an artist’s intention to repair. However, beyond its role as a repairer, I regarded
stitching as embodying the role of the political connector of personal, social and cultural
narratives. It also acted as a catalyst for unity; and a bricoleur’s tool to travel thorough the
personal, social and cultural dimensions.

A ‘Personal is Political’ strategy: Stitching Lurik as a Form of
Lament
The political associations and the history of stitching and stitched items through the Islamic
conversion in Java (Taylor 1997) contributed a paradoxical tone - a Javanese Muslim - who
was concerned by the politicisation of religion in Indonesia. The stitched items in Java were
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introduced during the Islamisation period in Java (Taylor 1997). The traditional Javanese
costume prior to Islam was unsewn cotton cloth that draped around the male or female
bodies. These unstitched cotton cloth costumes exposed “the shoulders and arms of women
and the upper body of men” (Taylor 1997, p93). According to anthropologist Jean Gelman
Taylor, the costumes for ‘covering the body’ – including the stitching and sewing process that
was involved in this costume- was “a result of the twin historical processes of Islamisation
and creation of states ruled by the Dutch” (Taylor 1997, p94). This transformation of
costume was political, as the Dutch promoted the ‘covering the body’ in relationship to the
VOC’s (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie or Dutch East India Company) interests. They
were the main business in Indonesia as textiles importers (Taylor 1997). On the other hand,
Islamic missionaries have been interested in promoting these stitched and body-covering
costumes in order to spread its religious doctrine in Java.
Gradually stitching became integrated into traditional Javanese costume design, evidenced in
the kebaya (top) and sarung (tubular sewn skirt). This historical and political dimension of
stitching was an opportunity for me to revisit and commemorate Javanese syncretism by
highlighting the histories that specifically related to my personal interests: Javanese old
traditions and the Islamisation in Java. Through turning lurik cloths into soft-sculptural objects
and using stitching for the construction of the objects in my installation, I highlighted the
stories of the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths – stories that were gradually hidden and buried as
a consequence of the spread and fanaticism in Islam. In this way the action of stitching
became a political statement about being a Javanese female and being Muslim at the same
time, about questioning freedom in society and statements about my own dualist self-identity.
In the past, lurik cloths were believed to deliver magical powers that could protect the wearer
(Djoemena 2000; Partrijunianti 2004; Koestriastuti 2010). Wearing lurik cloths in the Mitoni
ritual bestowed protection for a pregnant woman. The lurik cloth that was used in the Mitoni
ritual was mostly uncut and un-sewn235 (Setyasih 2011). According to anthropologist Jean
Gelman Taylor (1997), the uncut cloth has a sacral quality for the Javanese people (p91).
This quality was arguably related to the influence of Hindu beliefs on the sacred function of
the uncut cloth (Taylor 1997). Taylor (1997) wrote “the addition of stitched items to
Javanese costume takes place in the era of conversion to Islam” (p93). This statement
suggested that it was an Islamic influence that encouraged the practice of stitching in
Javanese costume traditions in 1500s - even before western countries and company
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colonialised Java (1800-1940). The connection between stitching and Javanese Islamisation
brought an intense articulation of stitching into installation arts practice as my installation
intersects with socio-cultural issues that were mostly concerned by the politicisation of
religion. I chose stitching in making objects for the ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stiches of Lament’
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As lurik that I wore in my own Mitoni ritual, Semarang, 2006.
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Portuguese (1512-1850), Dutch East India Co. (1602-1800), Dutch East Indies (1800-1942).
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(2013). They not only function as a critique of socio-cultural conditions, but also served to
echo the politicisation of stitching in a paradoxical way. The use of stitching as a strategy (in
spreading Islam) is re-used in my artwork for critiquing the way stitching textile is politicized in
the context of politicization of religion.
The use of stitching in my installation was not only a technique to stitch the lurik together, but
it was also used as a metaphor for an emotional expression, becoming more political as it
conveyed the relationship between stitching and Islamisation in Java. Through cutting and
stitching the lurik, I attempted to highlight the politicisation of religion in a shifting of the
tradition of Javanese costumes. I understood the use of uncut lurik in the Mitoni as one of the
Javanese resistances in preserving pre-Islamic traditions, so when I cut the lurik – to remove
its association with Hinduism, and in stitching the pieces of the lurik into installation objects I
was telling the narratives of the lurik together with my concerns about the politicisation of
religion. Beyond its connection to socio-cultural issues, the paradoxical way of using stitching
as a tool in my installation was also a strategy for resisting my Javanese abangan237 identity.
Stitching the lurik in my practice-led research installation reflected the spectrum of my
struggles in being Javanese as well as being a Muslim at the same time. The stitching was
intended to stitch together the wounds in my society.
The handmade textile objects evoked a viewers’ sense of humanity and engaged the viewer
through connecting to their consciousness of being human. The spectators’ inner
consciousness could be stimulated through the imperfections of the handcrafted objects that
told stories in the installation, weaving a connection between the installation and the
spectator. When the narrative spoke of imperfections and was depicted in handmade
objects, the distance between art and life was reduced. The blurring of borders allowed
viewers to physically immerse themselves in the work and to engage psychologically with the
installation through the placement of objects and arrangement of space. The use of lurik and
stitching in the making of my objects was intended to engage both artistic and political
qualities of this practice-led research installation, and to engage the viewers into its context.

Hand-Stitched Soft-sculptural Objects
After I returned from the fieldwork in Indonesia in 2011, and during the making of ‘The

Prayer’ (2011) I decided to visualise and give form to the actual ritual objects used in the
ceremony instead of using poetic or metaphoric expressions as presented in In Memoriam
Loved (2011). I reasoned that in the Mitoni ritual, objects such as fruits, traditional cloths and
offerings were already a metaphoric form of prayer. These prerequisite supplied in the Mitoni
ritual were also perceived as symbols of hope and expectation in the Javanese society.
Metaphor and symbolism in the Javanese Mitoni ritual artifacts were already complex. Thus,
237

Abangan is a term for a Javanese Muslim who practiced Javanese syncretism over Islamic doctrines
(Geertz 1960; Koentjaraningrat 1985).
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using the realistic form of the objects used in the Mitoni ritual, I avoided double symbolism or
dual-layered metaphor in my installations.
Anthropologist Endraswara’s (2010) analysis on the Javanese aesthetic language
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has

portrayed the culture of Javanese art as dominated by metaphoric presentations. Through
presenting figurative shapes, I intended to highlight and maximise the aesthetic possibilities
as well as convey political messages in my installation. During the early stages of making ‘The

Prayer’, I regarded the embodiment of prayers of Javanese people’s handmade offerings or
other handmade artefacts as already strong enough forms that exposed and expressed the
sacredness of this ritual and represented my lament for the loss of this tradition. The
utilisation of lurik cloths for remaking the Mitoni ritual evoked the sacred prayers in this
tradition and honoured Javanese women’s creativities. These objects also become a
connection between three activities: activities in weaving lurik, activities in preparing and
conducting the Mitoni ritual, as well as activities in constructing the installation.
At this early stage, I decided to use stitched soft sculptures as objects for my installation and
to borrow figurative forms to express my lament of loss and my intention to protect the
tradition. However as, ‘In Memoriam Loved’ (2011) and ‘The Prayer’ (2011) were exhibited
in group exhibitions, I did not have the opportunity to explore the physical features of the
gallery’s site. As a consequence, I did not explore and respond to the space and site
comprehensively. The work ‘In Memoriam Loved’ (2011) was installed on the wall, so I only
concentrated on the wall installation. Meanwhile in the ‘The Prayer’ (2011), I was focused on
the floor, and I left the wall empty to maximise the viewers’ attention onto the floor. The
immersive sphere then only relied on the floor, through the placement of the lurik as the mat
and the offering. In order to get opportunities to engage my practice with more features of
the site, I conducted a solo exhibition titled ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ (2012) at the FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong in the second year of my PhD candidature.

‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ Exhibition (Wollongong, 2012)
This solo exhibition ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ (2012) was conducted in the second year of
my PhD candidature. The aim of this installation was to comprehensively test and develop the
strategies that I had explored in the previous exhibition of ‘The Prayer’ (2011). I proposed
‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ to act as a link between the past, present and future of
ethnographic information and to bring together multiple narratives. This installation was a
creative effort to build a ‘ritualistic’ bridge for connecting me to my cultural ancestor. The
ritualistic acts of stitching, placing offerings, arranging flowers and my self-tracing in this
installation were aimed at establishing a connecting thread with the past, rituals and
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Suwardi Endraswara in his book ‘Folklor Jawa: Bentuk, Macam dan Nilainya’ (English : Javanese
Folklore : Form, Variety and Its Value) wrote that Javanese aesthetic is dominated by metaphor (2010,
p52).
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ancestors. The figure of the goddess was borrowed in this installation, to represent the
woman-ness of the Mitoni ritual, the lurik cloths and myself.
I referred to the demolition of the wayang statue in Purwakarta (2011) and I am aware that
presenting a narrative from a ritual that relates to Goddess worshipping could cause
negative comment from Indonesian society. However, the syncretism philosophy that
underpinned the stories of the Mitoni ritual and mythological narratives of the Goddess Sri
was useful as a reminder that the Javanese have an inherent desire for both a resolution of
conflict and to foster a spirit of unity from their ancestors. Through the process of bricolage
in the studio making process, I connected the features of ethnographic narratives and the
mythology of the Mitoni ritual with historical, social and political discussions in Indonesia. In
relating art and ritual, philosopher John Dewey stated that art could be perceived as “an
extension of the power of rites and ceremonies”
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(Dewey in Kho 2006, p25). Dewey’s

statement referred to the similarity in the function of both art and religion in “uniting humans
to one another and to nature” (Eldridge 1998, p164).

Figure 140. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation, lurik cloths, soft sculptures, FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Through ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’, I attempted to summon up the mythical and invisible
spirit of the Goddess Sri to accompany me in stitching together the socio-cultural ‘wounds’ in
Indonesia. Being an Indonesian artist studying and practicing art in a Western country has
been fortunate for me, as it has made me fearless. Even though I intended to present and
connect to the female divine spirit the in the site, I did so without concern for the responses
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Dewey continues that this extension is to “unite people, through a shared celebration (forms of
artwork) to all incidents and scenes of life” (Dewey cited in Kho 2006, p25).
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from hard-line or fundamentalist religious groups and their call to remove

240

my installation.

The site of this installation was free of an obligation to consider civil fundamentalist
censorship.
In comparison to a Mitoni ritual with the guests’ physically passive when viewing the entire
ceremony to my installation that in contrast seeks to engage the audience. The installation
‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ offered guests their own experiences in interpreting
their encounter within the installation space. I borrowed the theatrical aspect from the Mitoni
ritual constructed through the traditional practice of installing objects and organising space.
This ritualistic aspect was an artistic and political strategy.

Figure 141. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, lurik cloths, soft sculptures
of the goddess Sri and rice cones offering, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

The idea to re-construct the goddess Sri figures using myself as a model occurred because I
could not find a ‘moving ’ Goddess Sri figure from the literature and visual investigation . As
241

242

Goddess Sri was believed to be a spirit , finding a process for the depiction the Goddess Sri
243

was not easy. She was too vague to imagine. As a consequence, I decided to start from the
240

Please refer to the Tiga Mojang sculpture demolishment in Bekasi (2010), removal of installation
Pinkswing Park in CP Biennale Jakarta (2005) and vandalism acts to wayang statues in Purwakarta
(2011) in chapter one.
241

Referred to a situation that was emotionally engaged.
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I collected her image from paintings, sculptures and illustrations nothing was the same. I came to the
conclusion that the available figures and images of the Goddess Sri have been created subjectively by the
authors: painters, sculptors or illustrators. There is secrecy around the nature of Goddess Sri’s ‘real’ face
and figure (chapter two).
243

See my explanation in section ‘Goddess Sri’ in chapter two.
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logic that the Goddess Sri was the greatest ancestor of Javanese
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women, and I [might] be

one of her descendants. It also encouraged me to trace myself in order to capture a trace of
her presence and to encapsulate her spirit in my work. I traced my face and reconstructed
her face with this tracing. Every inch of her body in my installation, referred to my body’s
proportion. The thought of myself as one of her descendants strengthened a bond I felt with
her. I refused to copy the existing Goddess Sri figure’s visualisation, as my subjective view was
not represented in those images and figures. Through the act of self-tracing, I intended to
highlight my inventive memory of her, as well as my subjective point of view towards her figure
and her story. I connected her with my story through the authoritative act of self-tracing.

Figure 142. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, lurik cloths, soft sculpture
of the goddess Sri, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Self-tracing can represent an individual experience (Stewart in Kwon 1996). Critic Miwon
Kwon
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(1996) quoted Stewart: “We might say that this capacity of objects to traces of

authentic experience is, in fact, exemplified by the souvenir. The souvenir distinguishes
experiences” (Stewart quoted in Kwon 1996, p170). Self-tracing was a way to balance my
experience, my imagination and my senses in response to the Goddess Sri figure. Artist Ana
Mendieta also used self-tracing as a way to connect herself with the Cuban goddesses

Olokun and Yemaya (1977). Through her self-tracing in her Siluetta series, Mendieta gave
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In Javanese belief systems the Goddess Sri (i) is Wisnu’s wife, and ruled in Javanese Hindu
kingdom and incarnated many times, and the Goddess Sri (ii) is Wisnu’s granddaughter (chapter two).
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Miwon Kwon (1996) investigating Mendieta’s self-tracing ritual in ‘Bloody Valentines: After Image
by Ana Mendieta’ in ‘Inside the Visible: An Elliptical Traverse of 20th Century Art (pp165-171).
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evidence for self-tracing as a robust strategy that enabled woman artists to connect with
their female ancestors.
I used my face as a mold and I re-constructed the Goddess Sri from scraps of lurik cloths. I
let the lurik forms create a natural facial expression. I let the nature of the gravity of shapes
and the organic character of the lurik drape her face. The benefit of using lurik to create
Goddess Sri’s face was having a temporal expression that changed along with the placement
and repositioning of the object during the installation’s preparation on site. This temporal
expression also responded to the visitors’ touch. In a physical context, she was performed
and transformed; it was the ‘impermanency and temporality which sculpted her ‘lively’
expression. Thus, through this natural process of sculpting, she was not I, and I did not
become her. She had her own soul due to the materiality of the lurik and the affective
environment. In terms of a material culture context, the lurik and lawe
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(cotton yarn) had a

strong relationship to the Goddess Sri myth. The character of lurik materiality and the use of

lurik as her ‘skin’ represented her existence and her connection toward Javanese folklore
and myth. In representing and commemorating the Goddess Sri as a female divinity, I
changed her size in comparison to a real life human. As depicted in most of the illustrations
and paintings in chapter three, the Goddess Sri’s size was bigger than a person. For the
purpose of instantly communicating the ‘divinity’ of a character, I agreed with this depiction.
In order to encourage a distinct viewing experience, I installed objects on three main features
of site: the floor, walls and ceiling. The focus of my installation were the objects on the floor,
meanwhile the objects on the walls and the ceiling happened to balance and support the floor
– the centre of my installation, the Goddess Sri figure and offerings. On the floor, I put lurik
cloths as a lining for the offerings. The offerings thus contrasted with the traditional way of
viewing conventional art practices such as paintings and sculptures. The intention of placing
the objects on the floor was also a way to show my alignment towards the Indonesian New
Art Movement, which insisted that art should challenge the predominate art forms, and to be
liberated from the boundaries of conventional art practices. The floor was the main canvas
for my installation art. In the past, many sacred prerequisite supplies for the Mitoni ritual
such as offerings and cloths were placed on the floor, and the guests were gathered around
the items. In the paddy field, the offerings presented to the Goddess Sri were also placed on
the ground. The objects of lurik cloths, lurik offerings, and the Goddess Sri figure located on
the floor were intended to be encountered by viewers and to decanter the viewers’ attention.
Between the objects, I left some spaces to allow viewers to explore the installation and to
walk amongst the surrounding objects. Using this strategy, I encouraged viewers to interact
with my installation through their own presence in the space. Installation art was intended to
evoke viewers’ “political and ethical implication” to art, through inviting the viewers’ active
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Cotton yarn for making lurik.
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presence in installation space” (Bishop 2005, p102). A viewer’s encounter with the
installation would allow for the details of the handmade craft of the objects to be exposed to
the viewers. By exposing the imperfections implicit in handmade craft, I intended to stimulate
the viewers’ humanity. This handmade technique was also a strategy to engage the viewers
with installation art, to reduce the distance between art and life.

Figure 143. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation, lurik cloths, soft sculptures, FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong.

In the installation space the viewer walked around the figure of a woman, which was the
representation of Goddess Sri, and was the central object of the ‘Recalling Goddess Sri’
installation, surrounded by soft sculptured offerings devoted to her. Through arranging
objects that were part of the Mitoni ceremony and dimming the lights in the site, I recalled
the sacred ambience from the Mitoni into this installation. Light and shadows were utilised as
features to dramatise the atmosphere of the site . In the ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’
247

installation, the figure of Goddess Sri emerged from the floor and represented the spirit of
waking up and expressed reciprocity. This pose conveyed my stance against three issues:
247

Sacredness and dramatisation are two of the key characters of ritual (chapter two).
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potential oppression of politicisation of religion; the lost coherence of a cultural matrix; as well
as patriarchal influences. An intention of this work was to connect my art practice with the
heart of social conscience and in making a stance and refusing to be part of “social and
political oppression” (Blum 1976, p288).
In ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ I displayed local Javanese offerings for the Goddess Sri and I
also included imported
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fruits. Through this act, I highlighted the paradox in the real

Javanese rituals. Many Javanese people often conducted a ritual or ceremony, borrowing the
label of ‘traditional culture’ but showing their pride through displaying imported goods. Many
Indonesians are very proud of showing off their ability to afford ‘imported things’ in their
traditional events . Displaying ‘western’ fruit icons such as pears, navel oranges and apples
249

in the form of soft sculptures was a visual way to intersect with discussions around this
paradox.

Figure 145. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess
Figure 144. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the
Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA Gallery,

Sri, installation detail, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong.

University of Wollongong.

Besides re-making the fruit offerings, I also remade the flowers from the offerings and
‘decoration’ . Similar to the fruit and food offerings, flowers have a very important role in
250

Javanese ritual. Many Javanese people were happy and proud to have imported flowers in
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The fruits that were imported from overseas to Indonesia
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Personal observation during attending traditional ceremonies in Indonesia from 2000 to 2011
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The Javanese called the flower arrangement in the Mitoni ‘dekor’ (English: decoration), however,
‘decoration’ in Java does not only function as ‘embellishment’ or elements to beautify the place, but also
has the function of a metaphor for prayer and was a prerequisite for ritual and ceremony (chapter two).
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their traditional rituals although they still keep the tradition of having Sritaman

251

flowers for

the sake of formality. I noticed that there was a shift to the use of imported western flowers
that have won the Javanese heart . Esther flowers; lilies, carnations, calla lilies and roses
252

were frequently seen in Javanese rituals such as weddings and the Mitoni253. Thus, I re-made
these flowers and installed them in ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ installation. The mixed
character of Indonesian local flowers and western flowers was also a way to connect the
viewers in Australia with my installation. Through presenting forms and shapes that existed in
the viewers’ everyday life, I encouraged and welcomed the viewers to thoroughly experience
the ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ installation.

Figure 147. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri,
installation detail, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.
Figure 146. Murwanti, A 2012
Recalling the Goddess Sri,
installation detail, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong.

The ceiling feature in ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ was created by installing a mixed flower
chandelier object on the ceiling, and draping jasmine and rose flowers strands. This flower
chandelier was inspired by a Javanese kraton’s254 palace chandelier lamp that was usually
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Javanase term of ‘the queen of flowers garden’, see chapter two.
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Concluded by my observation of Javanese rituals from 2000 to 2011 as well as seen in most of the
Javanese wedding decoration pictures published in various Indonesian wedding magazines during 2004 to
2013.

253

Personal observation from 2000 to 2011 in Jakarta and Semarang areas as well as from observations of
Indonesian wedding magazines during 2004 to 2011.

254

Javanese palace
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installed in the middle and front of the Goddess Sri’s Krobongan255 (chapter three: section

krobongan). A signature style of Javanese ritual’s flower arrangements was the draping of
jasmine strands, which were also represented in the Mitoni ritual’s holy bath sacred setting
(chapter two). Capturing this gesture, I presented jasmine strands as chains of the
chandelier. The chandelier assembled by flowers and jasmine strands, highlighted the
importance of the history of craft and making as a narrative embedded in the installation’s
objects, articulating the heart of my arts practice: investment of thoughts, ideas and
emotions through hand crafting.

Figure 148. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong.

Figure 149. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong.
255

Room in palace devoted for Goddess Sri
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Figure 150. Murwanti, A 2012 The Viewers at Recalling the Goddess Sri, exhibition, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong.

Other offerings of foods, cloths and coconuts, which reflected the shapes and the forms of
the Mitoni’s ceremonial offerings were also displayed in this installation to introduce the
viewers to the Javanese’s sacred construction of the Mitoni. The crossover between
traditional sacred construction and contemporary art offered a new space and aesthetic
experience to exist between a dialectical practice of the traditional act and the contemporary
art, the past and the present, the craft and the art, the familiar and the strange. Instead of
highlighting these issues as oppositions, I regarded them as complementary to each other.

Figure 151. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong.

174

The placement of soft sculpture offerings of food on the floor references their original
placement in Javanese’s traditional slametan256 ritual. The placement of ‘food’ on the floor
cover, as a Javanese tradition

257

might be feel strange to an Australian audience. My act of

placing ‘food’ on the gallery floor was similar to the artist Gowda’s act of placing cow-dung in
the gallery. Through installing soft sculptures of food on the mat covered floor, I offered other
possibilities in which to see art, material, shapes and forms from my perspective - the
perspective of female artist who was born and raised in Java. This represented the way I
understood the gallery as a ‘sacred site’. Likewise beauty: I reminded the viewer that
sacredness was solely dependent on the context of an individual’s perspective and culture.

Figure 152. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the

Figure 153. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the

Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA Gallery,

Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA Gallery,

University of Wollongong.

University of Wollongong.

Figure 154. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong.
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Slametan ritual is a category of ritual that was conducted by the Javanese for the purpose of people’s
safety, including the Mitoni ritual (Koentjaraningrat 1985).
257

Javanese firstly cover the ground or floor with woven mats; they place the foods on the mats. Javanese
people sit and eat on the mat covered ground and called this tradition ‘lesehan’.
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In order to strengthen the ambience of the
‘sacred’ and of ‘protection’ and balance the
space with the floor and ceiling features, I
picked up the idea of encircling liwatan cloth
from the Mitoni. In the Mitoni ritual, lurik

liwatan was wrapped around the belly of the
pregnant mother. I re-interpreted this act of
encircling through wrapping the inner middle
line of the gallery’s wall with lurik liwatan. I
measured the height of my belly from the floor,
and using this height as a measurement I
encircled the gallery’s wall with lurik liwatan
cloths. In wrapping the gallery I was wrapping
the viewer and this became a strategy to
include viewers into my installation. Through
this strategy, I was not only using the act of
wrapping and encircling as a metaphor of
Figure 155. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the protection, but also I was literally wrapping the
Goddess Sri, installation detail (wall), FCA viewers inside the installation once they
entered the site.
Gallery, University of Wollongong.

The objects included in the installation ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ have been made with
patience. The tangible knowledge that was gained from the repetitive and reflective action
through tracing, shaping, stitching and finishing the objects stirred my emotions and were
invested with my ideas and feelings through the act of stitching and the placement of objects.
With some objects in the ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ installation I applied hand-stitching
embroideries to depict the wayang figures Kamaratih and Kamajaya on the coconut soft
sculptures. Drawing with stitching on coconuts that were used in the Mitoni ritual reflected
on the Javanese symbol of ‘praying for harmony’ inspired by these objects. I also used
handmade pleats
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in making the Goddess Sri’s dress. The imperfections of stitching, soft

sculptures, embroideries and handmade pleats were intended to re-connect the spectators
with the heart of humanity - of being human.
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I brought the handmade pleat technique from the wiron (pleats) on Javanese Jarik (traditional skirt).
The wiron was only applied to traditional textiles for special occasions. Javanese women used to fold and
press cloth with an iron, then clip it and press it overnight, so the ‘head’ pattern of the cloth will have
pleats mark. In my childhood, I also often saw my mom making wiron and she made many modern skirts
with this technique. I remember it looked exciting and fun through the eye of a little girl. My mom was a
housewife that loved to sew and dress. Applying these pleats as one texture of my object, then connected
me with a domestic hobby that my mom had in the past, and connected me with concrete women’s leisure
activities that I know.
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Figure 156. Murwanti, A 2012 Recalling the Goddess Sri, installation detail (FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong.

From exhibiting the ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ installation, I observed that the soft sculpture
objects and imperfect handmade crafts details enabled the viewers to immerse themselves
within the installation when they were able to be within a close proximity of the objects. These
soft sculptures and their placement raised the viewers’ empathic response towards the
issues. Through a close proximity between the viewer and each object, the details of the
objects allowed viewers to sit within the personal, social and cultural narratives interwoven in
this installation. Beside the handcrafted details in each object, exploring the space in the site
was crucial to the articulation of the multiple narratives in the installation.
From exhibiting ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’, I learnt that the placement of offerings, fruits,
cloths, flowers, the goddess, and the spatial arrangements, focused the viewers’ attention
onto the floor. The viewers were intrigued with the strange and unfamiliar placement of the
objects. Moreover, the space left between each object was set aside to allow the
participants’ walking path and the sculptures were explored thoroughly by most viewers.
Viewers took a ‘tour’ inside the installation and spent time observing each object in the site.
I found the installation ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ gave the viewer a glimpse of the Mitoni
ritual and introduced or reacquainted them to the myths of Goddess Sri and at the same
time gave the viewer a materials based and spatial experience through the use of lurik cloths
as the key material, the placement of soft sculpture offerings on the floor, the stranded
flowers on the ceiling as well as through the encirclement of liwatan lurik on the gallery’s
inner walls. I decided to retain and borrow the myths and narratives of the Goddess Sri for
the next installation to strengthen and articulate my position as a female artist. Borrowing
the goddess figure was also a way to connect myself with the second wave feminist
movement, to link my practice with the women’s spirit and sense of ‘sisterhood’ that they
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brought. The connection between the weaving tradition with goddess figures or female
divinities in the myths and folklores around the world (Gordon 2011), led me to conclude that
this Goddess Sri narrative might be read by local (Indonesian) or international viewers.
As most of the objects’ used in ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ were taken literally from the

Mitoni’s ritual site, I realised that I had scope to play with my own imagination in responding
to the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths. Therefore, in my final exhibition ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the
Stitches of Lament’ held in FCA gallery, (24 July – 8 August 2013), I developed the work to
deepen the experience and offer a playful interpretation of the Mitoni ritual and the lurik
cloths.
th

th

Final Exhibition: ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’
Exhibition (Wollongong 2013)
Through a bricolage process, I interconnected ethnographic narratives drawn from myths
and folklore to my own ideas in my installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik, and the Stitches of Lament’
(2013). I was expressing my lament for Javanese cultural loss and my own personal fears,
melancholies and my disappointments through a playful expression. I realised that I have an
opportunity to play with items and materials that I am emotionally and artistically engaged
with, without losing focus and a sense of boldness. A critical statement and response to the
socio-cultural issues in Indonesia arising from an Indonesian Javanese female artist’s
viewpoint could be represented in in installation form. Through taking artistic and
philosophical references from prayers in the Mitoni ritual, utilising lurik cloths as material,
and recalling the Javanese myths, mythical features of Goddess Sri in wayang mythologies
and folktales, I navigated these multiple stories to swim through currents of personal, social
and cultural dimensions. The ethnographic narratives of the Mitoni ritual, lurik cloths and the
Goddess Sri were distilled and developed by my imagination through a process of reflection in
sequential studio experimentations and spatial explorations.
Reflecting on the Mitoni ceremony, folklore and mythic features that were linked to the lurik
narrative, I have explored these narratives and ceremonial objects and spaces through the
structure of the installation itself. In the Mitoni ritual the walls, ceiling and especially the floors
were conceived creatively in relation
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to the placement of objects in the ceremonial space

and used to intensify the sacred nuance and environment. Subsequently in my installation the
placement of the lurik cloths and soft-sculptural objects constructed an immersive
259

The gebyok (wood carving) installed on the wall, the ceiling and walls were decorated with flowers,
Javanese traditional umbrellas as well as Javanese chandelier lamps. On the floor there were plaited leaf
mats, offerings and coconuts. Braided palm leaf pennants and flowers signified the entrance.
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environment that recalled the ceremonial space that enhanced the viewers’ physical and
psychological experience in the space.

Figure 157. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni,Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong.

The Practice of Bricolage
During my final year of candidature, I found the bricolage methodology very useful for
connecting fragmented narratives and associated eclectic assorted objects from the Mitoni
ritual and lurik cloths with their historical, social, cultural narratives and the political situation
in Indonesia. Through bricolaging features of the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloth narratives with
those connected socio-cultural and political stories in the studio making, the installation

‘Mitoni, Lurik, and the Stitches of Lament’ was realised as a social sculpture.
I was introduced to the practice of bricolage
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through my exposure to the multicultural and

global environment of contemporary art in Australia during the three years of my
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The term bricolage is originally a French word and was notably theorised by the anthropologist Claude
Levi-Strauss in 1962 (Dezeuze 2008). According to Levi-Strauss, the bricoleur “speaks not only with
things […] but also through things” (Dezeuze 2008). Thus, this bricolage in Levi-Straus’ sense is related
to both object and practice. Art historian Anna Dezeuze defined bricolage as “the do-it-yourself process of
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candidature. I regarded the practice of bricolage as a research methodology and method for
connecting with a broad range of eclectic stories interpreted through the artist’s imagination.
This methodology was very useful in linking ethnographic stories (such as those I have
outlined) with historical and political narratives (such as the emergence of installation art in
Indonesia; the effect of political power into traditional practice and art censorship) that I have
gathered in my research.
In my installation, I connected these narratives with socio-cultural issues in Indonesia and
contemporary art practice through bricolage and stitched these narratives together within a
socio-political discussion of Indonesia. I literally hand-stitched the lurik to create all of the
installation’s objects. I found that the stitched soft-sculptural features taken from these
ethnographic fragmented narratives of myths, mythologies and folktales which were
associated to the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths could be brought into my installation art
practice as my artistic and political strategy for critiquing my society. I threaded through
insights that I regarded as important due to their artistic and political significance. Features
such as offerings, animals, otherworldly figures, flowers and everyday objects were
interwoven using my imagination to create and articulate my imaginary tale in the installation
‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’. The bricolage of these features were used as a
strategy to convey my personal lament on the loss of the traditional Mitoni and lurik weaving
practices and represented my critique on the social political situation that impacted on this
tradition and the custodians of this old knowledge.
Practicing installation mainly through a bricolage process, I explored the possible
interconnectedness between contemporary art practice and broader discussions: sociocultural issues; traditional practices; rituals; handmade crafts, and textiles. I constructed a
space for the viewer to unravel the ceremonial stories and experience the cultural
significance of this declining ritual. As an artist, I positioned myself as a bricoleur and a
storyteller who has used bricolage through stitching to interlink the fragmented narratives
held in the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths with the stories of Indonesian history, both social and
political. The process of bricolage wove the threads of these fragmented stories together
whilst the metaphor of stitching enabled the pieces and bits of fragmented narratives to
connect and re-told these stories in a new form. The physical act of stitching was evidence of
my intimate relationship to the threads in the installation; it captured the traces of my
physical and emotional relationship to the lurik cloths.
In the contemporary arts practice arena, artist Susan Kneebone has shed light on the use of
bricolage in the practical and artistic context of installation art. In her dissertation
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(2010),

constructing objects from odds and ends” (Dezeuze 2008, p31) and was evoked by the definition of
assemblage, “an activity of the fitting together of parts and pieces” (Seitz in Dezeuze 2008, p32).
261 Naturally Disturbed: A Critical Inquiry into Pastoralist Memory and Environmental History as
Realised Through Visual Art (Kneebone 2010).
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Kneebone (2010) described her methodological use of bricolage in her creative practice as
“the process of bringing together disparate objects and archives in order to navigate and
thread together other narrative connections between memory and history” (Kneebone 2010,
p21). Kneebone (2010) also raised an important point that in installation art, the process of
bricolage had enabled “a mythopoetic approach by creating new connections between the
materials” (p21). Through these statements, Kneebone has added two significant uses of the
bricolage method in installation arts practice, which became a conduit of memory and history
in narratives threads, and this artistic function activated the ‘mythopoetic’ approach. These
two values of bricolage were very crucial for my practice, as in my installation art I collected
narratives from the Mitoni ritual, the lurik cloths as well as from my personal experiences.
These narratives were linked with my personal encounters of the social, the cultural and the
political conditions in Indonesia. Bricolage thus became a catalyst that brought together this
complex variety of narratives in my research. Moreover, the ‘mythopoetic’ quality of bricolage
had an important role to highlight, enact, and situate entangled narratives in an artistic
manner (Kneebone 2010).
In addition to Kneebone’s definition (2010), I also regarded bricolage as a strategy to
connect a disparate range of an artist’s craft-skills. These elements could be vast and varied
and wide-ranging, and drawn from inspirations, information and materials. The process of
bricolage is situated in an artist’s imaginary and mythical thought processes; there is a
freedom in connecting and balancing these inputs to my own imagination. However, this
freedom had to be framed within a creative and a critical approach .
262

Installation art was a strategy I used in my studio research as well as being the core of my
research. At the same time, bricolage compiled and connected a matrix of research:
information, imagination and emotion. In response to studio research, Sullivan wrote:
“[…] when undertaking studio research where there is a focus on structural qualities among
other interests, the artist really does think in a medium. In this process the artwork becomes
the primary site and source of knowledge. […] in considering art practice as theory, the way
artists think about studio processes as forms, ideas and actions […], give a sense of the rich
theoretical underbelly that propels art inquiry” (2006, p31).

The practice of bricolage opened out invaluable possibilities and bridged multiple narratives in
my installation. Bricolage bridged the unknown with the known, the facts with imaginations,
logic with emotions, the creative with the critical, the familiar with the strange, information
with folktale, theories with practice, the traditional with the contemporary and the artist’s
social conscience with arts practice. The inquiry explored an integration of critical
interpretation of multidisciplinary theories with studio making arts practice. As a result, I was
given an opportunity to experience a strange and mystical situation in the installation ‘Mitoni,

Lurik and The Stitches of Lament’.
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“ imaginative insight is constructed from a creative and critical practice” (Sullivan 2006, p20)
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Direction and Placement
In chapter two, I explained that the position of the ritual objects and performer played a vital
role in the Mitoni ritual. In Javanese cosmology, the east represented birth. In the installation
I positioned the chair and most of the animal objects to face east to reflect the philosophy of
rejuvenation. As there was a major direction of the objects, this placement constructed an
odd and strange situation in the site, which potentially stimulated viewers to ask questions
regarding the story behind this installation. Using Javanese culture cosmology’s concepts as
a structural narrative in ‘Mitoni, Lurik and The Stitches of Lament’, I offered a Javanese
approach to the practice of installation and I opened another possibility of utilising Javanese
cosmology in installation art to construct an immersive ambience of ‘sacredness’ for the
viewers.
The sacred space construction in the Mitoni involved foods, offerings, decorations and pieces
of equipment that were carefully hand made one by one. The lurik cloth was also carefully
processed by hand; beginning with the manual spinning of the yarn, hand dying, and handloom weaving. In making handmade objects, the story of the person lies within. There was an
investment of time, labor, and a hearty engagement with handmade craft. The act of placing
handmade objects in installation art has an intention to engage spectators, asking the
spectator to get closer to the humanity embedded in the cloth.

Figure 158. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni,Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong.

The strategy of using the floor was central to my installation The lurik liwatan and lurik dringin
cloths were horizontally installed on the inside of the gallery’s wall, creating an ambience of
protection. The height of these wall installations followed the height of my belly, and
resembled the act of circular wrapping in the Mitoni ritual. The installment of these lurik

liwatan and lurik dringin luriks literally wrapped the viewers who entered the gallery space. In
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this installation, I tried to play with rhythms of vertical height and objects under the lines
through bricolaging different objects on the walls. These objects were taken from the Mitoni
ritual offerings of foods and flowers, old pregnancy myths, wayang mythologies, folktales and
the everyday objects which were associated with the Mitoni ritual and the narratives of the
Goddess Sri. Through conducting this bricolage, I sought to construct my own narratives.
Within this strategy, I intended to create a dynamic scene and to maintain the viewers’
interest towards the narratives of my installation, without losing Javanism’s concepts of ritual
sacred space construction. Some objects such as the composition of water spinaches
installed on the wall of the gallery, presented a gesture of ‘protection’, forming a shelter for
another object. And some were used to accompany the flowers. The main detail of the
gallery’s ceiling were the amulet and flower chandeliers that were draped from the gallery’s
ceiling. Lighting was set to support the dramatic and theatrical atmosphere of the
installation, to enrich the viewers’ experience toward this installation

Figure 159. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong.

Objects
The strategies for using stitched soft sculptures as installation objects were still retained in
the ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ installation. However the inspirations for the
soft sculpture objects were expanded and I now included everyday objects such as a chair,
comb, mirror and scissors to explore the political aspects surrounding the high status and
female identity of the mythical Goddess Sri. Setyasih (2011) informed me that nowadays,
Javanese Mitoni ritual practice does not involve using a mirror, chair and scissors anymore
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in the offerings (Setyasih 2011). Making and installing these everyday objects of comb and
mirror which were associated with the female was my strategy to politically re-connect the
female divine narratives with the Mitoni ritual in the installation’s space. I also included
imagined objects such as a mythical tiger, mini tiger, mini rhinoceros, butterflies, swallow bird
and a strange animal taken from the Goddess Sri myth narratives and batik cloths
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from the

Mitoni. There was careful consideration in the selection of batik ornaments to be reinterpreted as soft sculptures in ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’. I only took two
kinds of animals that were butterflies and an otherworldly animal to strengthen and to enrich
the narratives in my installation and to politically position lurik cloth as an enticing
representation of batik.

Chair
The chair was an object that emerged from my desire to place and locate Goddess Sri in my
installation. The chair represented my search and ‘inviting and recalling’ the Goddess Sri.
Thus, placing an empty chair in ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stiches of Lament’ had a spiritual
function as in creating the empty ‘krobongan’ room in a Javanese palace and empty
sacrificial house in a central Java paddy field for the Goddess Sri. Hence, the emptiness was
an absence that was prepared for a sacred and imaginary presence. The chair in my
installation had a role as a sacred place that was devoted to the Goddess Sri. Even though
the chair looked solid, bold and massive, the physical construction of the chair was
intentionally made as an unstable and fragile object. With this construction, only a spirit can
‘sit’ there, not a person. This chair was a symbol to recall and glorify the divine power of
female in Javanism.

Figure 160. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong.
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Post conducting ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ exhibition, I realised that soft sculptures that were stitched
from lurik had great potential for turning a two-dimensional narrative from other Mitoni’s ceremonial
cloths into three-dimensional artifacts. The haptic character of soft sculptures gave the two-dimensional
figures a touch of reality. Broadly speaking, stitching and soft sculptures can translate batik ornaments
into immersive objects that encounter viewers. This act also highlights the versatility of the lurik cloths.
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The chair was an everyday piece of furniture that was often borrowed by installation artists to
represent a form of ‘domestic reality’ . This phenomenon was seen in the works of western
264

artists such as the Denmark and UK based artist Nina Saunders in her work ‘Hardback’
(2000) and Canadian artist Janet Morton in ‘Domestic Interior’ (2000). However chairs can
also tells a story about loss, mortality and a force of violence such as the chairs in Doris
Salcedo’s installations ‘1550 Chairs Stacked Between Two City Buildings (2002) and ‘La

Casa Viuda I’ (1992-1994). In ‘La Casa Viuda I’, Salcedo bandaged the chair and left pieces of
lace fabric plastered and bonded with the chair, resembling the dress of a “woman or girl”,
evoking the “physical absence” of the figure (Adan 2006, p160). In sum, a chair has great
potential to evoke a narrative of domesticity as well as to reflect wounds, and whisper the
poetry of loss.
A chair however has a different meaning in an Indonesian context, as a chair was not central
to Indonesian domestic living in the past. Thus, in an Indonesian context, taking a chair as an
artistic form goes beyond the expression of domestic reality. For example, in the past,
Javanese guests were sat on the floor in the Mitoni ritual.

Figure 161. The Javanese Noble Family Sat on the Floor in front of Goddess Sri Krobongan (Room
devoted for Goddess Sri in Javanese Palace), 1920s, courtesy of KITLV, The Netherlands.

Indonesian artists often used the chair as a statement of power, a symbol of higher status or
a gesture of education. Indonesian artist Heri Dono used a chair in his installation ‘The Chair’
(1993) as a “symbol of power and authority” (Ingham 2000, online archive) . This symbolism
265
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This term is borrowed from Umedalen Skulpture website regarding Nina Saunders (Umedalenskulptur
2005
http://www.umedalenskulptur.se/us/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=33&Itemid=33,
accessed 13/5/2013).
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Regarding Dono’s installation chair, Ewington stated: “The chair recurs as a symbol of power and
authority in S.E. Asia, for example, the Sultan of Yogyakarta sits on a chair/throne while everyone else is
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occurred because in the Javanese palace tradition, the sultan or king sat on the chair while
everyone else that had a lower statue sat on the floor (Ingham 2000). Indonesian artist
Oscar Lawalata also used chairs and installed them to look like a classroom to reflect the
noble intellectuality of Indonesian culture in his installation ‘Education’ (2012).

Figure 162. Sultan of Yogyakarta Hamengku Buwono VIII sat with Dutch Official in their Chairs, 1933,
courtesy of KITLV, The Netherlands.

Broadly speaking, the chair in a Javanese context has a political meaning as it can articulate
a higher power and intellectuality. An empty chair can also express a sense of loss and
absence as practiced by Doris Salcedo in ‘La Casa Viuda I’ (1992-1994). In the Mitoni ritual,
the performer sat in the chair in the holy bath segment, facing east, symbolising beginning or
birth.
The shape of the chair was borrowed from ‘kursi raja’ (king chair or king throne), a design of
chair popularly produced by Jepara wooden industries in Central Java. This kursi raja chair
was marketed for domestic household markets with an affordable price around $100 - $200
per piece . Families used to put this chair in living rooms and dining rooms. The shape of this
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chair was copying a western style throne, which I regarded as suitable for crossing over
domestic reality with high status. The original kursi raja has two to four claws on its legs.
Using stitching, I constructed this chair to state that I reserved a space for my beloved
female ancestor, - the Goddess Sri - the goddess of rice, fertility and weaving. This chair
represented a statement that I refused to deny my love for my cultural ancestor to become a
victim of politicisation of religion in Indonesia.

below him seated on the floor.” (Ingham 2000, online archive taken from
http://www.aiaa.org.au/newsletter/news7/sue.html, accessed 13/5/2013).
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The information of this price was taken from the average price of these products from furniture
companies from Jepara, Central Java that advertised their ‘king chair’ products in the Indonesian trading
website ‘indonetwork’ http://indonetwork.co.id/alloffers/kursi-raja.html (accessed 20/3/2013).
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Figure 163. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni,Lurik and the

Figure 164. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and

Stitches of Lament, installation detail, Goddess Sri’s

the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, FCA

chair, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Figure 165. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong.

Amulets
The idea to install amulets came when I installed the offerings and flower chandelier in the
‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’ (2012) installation. Offerings and flowers were sacred visual
forms of prayers in the Mitoni ritual (chapter two), being an ‘amulet’ and protector for
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Javanese people. Looking at installed jasmine strands draped in ‘Recalling the Goddess Sri’
(2012), I saw the potential for these strands and chandelier as a string, a thread from which
to dangle my personal stories. Thus, through infiltrating the flower chandelier with my own
‘amulets’, I was not only telling and interweaving narratives of the Mitoni ritual, lurik cloths and
the Goddess Sri, but I also had the opportunity to whisper my lament, my critique, and my
concern for the loss of traditional ritual. I hung the embroidered lurik objects with the
calligraphy of the name of Allah - my almighty God, at the center and the main source of my
power. I expressed the faith that the greatest power belongs to Allah, I expressed and stated
and declared my identity as a Muslim. On other hand, the amulet objects were also linked to
stories of the use of lawe (cotton yarn for lurik cloths) as an amulet belt and black magic
medium (Lestari 2011).

Figure 166. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong.

The act of connecting my personal stories and experiences of being Muslim (through
installing a calligraphy amulet of God) together with stitched objects that conveyed narratives
of the Mitoni ritual, lurik cloths and the Goddess Sri (offerings, flowers, animals, amulets,
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scissor, blade razor) was significant because it brought together Javanism and a symbol of
my identity as a Muslim. Admitting divinities other than God (Allah) was considered as a
tremendous sin in Islam which written in the Koran, surah An-Nisa 4:48. Thus, right-wing
Muslims might interpret the placement of wayang figures of the Goddess Sri incarnations
together with the ‘Allah’ calligraphy and the amulet chandelier as a religious offence.
However, I considered that this was an opportunity to negotiate this issue. From a Javanese
female perspective, I regarded Javanism and Islam as potentially sitting together, as in
syncretism; mirroring how they are placed in my heart. Through my installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik

and the Stitches of Lament’ (2013), I have created an imaginary space where Javanese
cultural beliefs are not dominated by Islamic doctrine.

Figure 167. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, amulet
calligraphy of Allah FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.
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Figure 168. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the

Figure 169. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik

Stitches of Lament, installation detail, amulets chandelier

and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail,

(view from the back of chair) FCA Gallery, University

amulets chandelier, FCA Gallery, University

of Wollongong.

of Wollongong.

.

Figure 170. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, amulets
chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

‘
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Figure 171. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik and the

Figure 172. Murwanti, A 2013 Mitoni, Lurik

Stitches of Lament, installation detail, Sita amulet,

and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail,

FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Sumbadra amulet, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong.

I randomly hung the embroidered wayang figures of the Goddess Sri and her reincarnations -

Sinta and Sumbadra to state that I respected and believed in her divine power. I adore her
divinity and I am proud to be one of her ancestors, a Javanese woman. I hung scissors made
from lurik cloth to honour the craft and domestic activity that enabled me to turn my ideas
into an artwork. As I outlined earlier, there was a Javanese myth that carrying a pair of
scissors and a blade razor (Javanese: silet) could ensure the safety of the baby and protect it
in the womb from evil. The scissors and the wrapped razor were usually tied with cotton yarn
and used as a necklace by the pregnant woman. My chandelier of amulets was a metaphor of
my struggle in retaining my identity and finding a peace with my own dualist beliefs. Using red
yarn – which was inspired by the colour of ‘protector’ lines in lurik liwatan, I draped these
amulets altogether with flowers and jasmine strands.
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Figure 173. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and

Figure 174. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and

the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, razor

the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, scissor

blade soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of

soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of

Wollongong.

Wollongong.

Offerings
Some of the offerings, such as tumpeng (rice cone) and fruits, followed their original form.
However, as the offering was symbolic of prayers and was aimed at protecting the pregnant
woman and the baby, I have focused on the metaphor of ‘protection’ and have interpreted
this through a playful placement of soft sculpture objects. As a result, I have understood the
objects in my offerings as having a form in a different shape without losing their narratives of
‘protection’. I reconstructed some of the ritual objects and transformed them into a powerful
gesture of protection and lament in a contemporary context. The water spinach that was
usually tied and accompanied the rice cone with the Mitoni’s offering I re-created from lurik
and installed on the wall of the gallery with the other objects.
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Figure 175. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and Figure 176. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and
the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, offering the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, offering
soft

sculpture,

FCA

Gallery,

University

of soft sculptures, FCA Gallery, University of

Wollongong.

Wollongong.

Figure 177. Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of

Figure 178. Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of

Lament, installation detail, wall installation of water

Lament, installation detail, wall installation and

spinach, flowers, butterflies soft sculpture, FCA

offering soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University

Gallery, University of Wollongong.

of Wollongong.
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Figure 179. Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, wall and floor offering soft
sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Figure 180. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik

Figure 181. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and

and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail,

the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, FCA

FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Gallery, University of Wollongong.
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Figure 182. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, water spinach soft sculpture
installation detail, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Figure 183. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, offering soft sculpture
installation detail, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.
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Figure 184. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong.

I also reconstructed other food from the offerings. The whole village fried chicken that was
usually placed near the rice cone and watercress was moved to the floor, to give an
impression that the chicken was alive. Not only alive, but the chicken’s pose was structured to
look as if it was a pet amongst the flowers and other objects in the installation.

Figure 185. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, chicken
offering soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Other offerings were placed on the trays lined with the lurik cloths on the floor to maintain the
viewers’ experience toward the impression of the original Mitoni ritual. I have included
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scissors, a mirror and a comb, which were not included in the earlier exhibition ‘Recalling the

Goddess Sri’ (2012). These utensils from offerings were installed on the walls and the
chandelier. These utensils were sacred implements in the real Mitoni ritual and were
presented to the Goddess Sri. On the other side, these scissors, mirrors and combs will have
an instant connection with the viewers, as these items were considered as familiar objects in
everyone’s daily life.

Figure 186. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, soft
sculptures of scissor, comb and mirror, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

I installed soft sculptures in the traditional shape of a couple, made from jenang (glutinous
pudding) a on the floor and child-shaped jenang on the wall. Jenang (glutinous pudding) was
usually presented in Javanese rituals the red glutinous pudding was made from glutinous
flour and coconut milk. The jenang symbolised a respect for parents and an act of asking for
parent’s blessing for the sake of the child’s safety (Giri 2002). The jenang in the Mitoni was
separated into two different colours and tastes. Red jenang symbolised red blood - the seed
from mother. Whereas the white jenang symbolised white blood that represent the father’s
sperm and seed (Giri 2002). In the Mitoni, these jenang glutinous puddings were presented
in traditional rectangular shapes; the shape of a boy and a girl. In order to highlight the
cuteness of these child shaped jenang that could stimulate the viewers’ sensory response, I
hung these jenang shapes on the wall and bricolaged them with the soft sculptures of
Javanese rice cake (Indonesian bahasa: ketupat; Javanese: kupat) and scissors. This strange
combination was intended to give a dynamic reinterpretation of the Mitoni ritual and
highlighted how artists can interlink diverse objects.
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Figure 187. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Flowers
The flowers were one of main features in Javanese ritual (Utomo 2002), thus through
installing flowers I was able to represent the traditional beauty of Javanese ritual, especially
the Mitoni. In the ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ installation, I used flowers to
create an organic and dynamic gesture and transform the gallery space into lurik cloth. The
walls, floor, and ceiling held patterns, as a cloth would hold a pattern. Thus, the
representation of a ‘flower offering’ was not only presented on a tray as in ‘Recalling the

Goddess Sri’ installation. Instead, the lurik flowers had a wild, haptic and tactile quality. An
interpretation of the lurik cloths allowed for the flowers to flow onto the wall, shaping a new
form of ‘offering’. The flowers represented my prayer, my visual form of prayer. By placing a
conventional form of Javanese flower offerings together with my own flower ‘offering’ on the
site, I opened a communication gate into the space with the classic tradition of Javanese
society through installation art.

Figure 188. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, flowers
offering soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

198

Figure 189. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and

Figure 190. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and

the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, lily soft

the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, jasmine

sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

soft sculpture hung on the chair, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong.

Figure 191. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, flower
chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.
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Figure 192. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and

Figure 193. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and

the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, flower

the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, flower

chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of

chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of

Wollongong.

Wollongong.

Figure 194. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, calla lilies
soft sculptures, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.
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Figure 195. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, jasmine
strands and roses soft sculptures, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Figure 196. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, roses soft
sculptures on the floor, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.
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Figure 197. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, roses soft
sculptures on the otherworldly animal and floor, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Flowers were also installed on the ceiling’s chandelier, together with my amulets. The idea of
making a chandelier for the ceiling’s objects was inspired by Krobongan – the sacred room
devoted to the goddess in the palace (chapter two). In the picture of the Javanese palace

krobongan that I obtained during this research, the Javanese chandelier appeared as the
major focus in the krobongan pictures. They always captured my attention. Focusing on these
objects from the krobongan, I remade my own krobongan’s chandelier and inserted the
personal, social and cultural narratives of the Mitoni ritual, the lurik cloths, the Goddess Sri
with my personal view and the socio-cultural issues in Indonesia. I also negotiated these
issues by dangling the amulets of Allah (God) calligraphy, imageries of the Goddess Sri and
her re-incarnations with the scissors and razor blade. The calligraphy of Allah represented
my faith in Islam and my identity as Muslim, whereas the Goddess imageries represented my
respect for women’s ancestors and otherworldly female divinities. Scissors convey three
dimensions: firstly scissors were personal because they represent the process of
transforming lurik cloths into soft sculptures; secondly, and culturally, scissor were seen as
sacred in Javanese old mythology, protecting the fetus in the womb; thirdly, the cutting
function of scissors was political as related to the process of Islamisation and the Hindu belief
of the purity and sacredness of the uncut cloth.

Animals
The narratives of the Goddess Sri were also represented through the form of animal objects
placed in this installation. I installed a mythical tiger that was taken from the Nyi Pohaci folk
tale. The tiger was worshiped and its striped skin was memorized as the sacred ‘lurik’ cloth
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(Veldhuisen-Djajasoebrata 1988). By creating this tiger, I intended to connect folklore, myth
and the Mitoni ritual. Meanwhile, this mythical tiger will act as a surprise for the viewer as the
representation was not only based on the real tiger, but also showed a twist from my
imagination of this mythical tiger. The tiger created for ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of

Lament’ had seven legs as seven was considered as a lucky number for the Javanese. Seven
also represented the gestational age of pregnancy to conduct the Mitoni (at seven months).
The odd representation of the tiger was intended to excite the viewers and connect them into
a narrative from the past: the mythical folktale and the Javanese myth. By citing this myth
and folktale in the installation I attempted to link the past into the present, and bridge
everyday reality to otherworldly realms. I also installed a mini sized tiger with the normal
number of four legs to play with the viewers’ sensory reception. Through experimenting with
the animal’s sizes and shapes, I enhanced the dynamic feeling in the space and highlighted
the imaginativeness of the installation. Conveying a discussion on socio-cultural issues in
installation arts practice can be fun and dynamic, not necessarily gloomy and blunt, as
installation art is a versatile playful ground for imagination and creativity.

Figure 198. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation, FCA Gallery,
University of Wollongong.
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Figure 199. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Figure 200. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, seven-legged
tiger soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.
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Another animal that featured in the exhibition ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament’ was
the swallow bird. The swallow bird was a representation of Sadana – Sri’s brother from the
folktale ‘Sri and Sadana’. The bird also represented the sky’s animals, and opened up a scene
that was playful and gave the viewer an engaged and immersive experience in the installation
art. Other animals such as the mini rhinoceros and a small size peacock were installed to link
the installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament.’ They were taken from the
narratives of the Goddess Sri. The rhinoceros character was mentioned in the folktale of ‘Nyi

Pohaci’ (West Javanese Goddess Sri), peacock feathers were usually installed to decorate
the floor on the front side of the Krobongan (a sacred room devoted for the Goddess Sri).

Figure 201. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, peacock soft
sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Figure 202. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, FCA
Gallery, University of Wollongong.
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Figure 203. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, mini tiger
and mini rhinoceros soft sculptures FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

An otherworldly creature taken from Semenrama batik’s pattern and a butterfly taken from

Sidaluhur batik pattern were evoked in the installation. These batik cloths were used in the
Mitoni ritual. The purpose of using the imagery from batik patterns as soft sculpture lurik
objects corresponded with my intention to politically positioning lurik cloths as material that
told stories from many associated sources, including the Mitoni ceremonial batik cloths.

Figure 204. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, Sadana
swallow bird soft sculpture FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.
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Figure 205. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, a soft
sculpture of otherworldly creature from batik Semenrama pattern, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong.

Figure 206. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, soft
sculptures butterflies from batik Sidoasih pattern, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.
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In short, these animals were hijacked from batik ornaments to highlight lurik as a powerful
storyteller and connector of Javanese narratives. Animals were realised from batik in a threedimensional form of lurik soft sculptures and enlivened this installation. One of these animals
looked to me like a deer, a dog and a mini dinosaur all at the same time. This otherworldly
creature from batik Semenrama was placed in the installation to strengthen the mythical
ambience. The butterflies taken from Sidaluhur batik were useful as imaginary companion for
the flower objects that were drawn from the Mitoni ritual’s sacred space construction.

Figure 207. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, soft
sculptures of butterfly and scissor on the gallery’s wall, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Other Objects
Other objects that were installed in ‘Mitoni, Lurik, and the Stitches of Lament’ were soft
sculptures of loro blonyo – a traditional Javanese couple posed sitting on the floor. This loro

blonyo was a signature of the front liner decoration object of the Krobongan and it
symbolised the meeting of the Goddess Sri and Sadana (Budiwiyanto 2010). I played with the
placement of this loro blonyo; instead of placing them side-by-side as usual in the traditional
Javanese decoration, I decided put the male and female figures facing each other for a touch
of fun.
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Figure 208. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, Loroblonyo
soft sculpture, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Lights and Shadows
In the installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik, and the Stitches of Lament’, light and shadow contributed an
important role in enriching the narrative and constructing an immersive ambience of
sacredness and the otherworldly in the gallery space. This light and shadow also had a role
as a political feature. The light dims were managed to spot some objects, which had the
potential to evoke otherworldly or ritualistic forms of shadows. The light enabled objects to
reflect different sizes, directions and shapes of shadows, which thus gave me an opportunity
to utilise these shadows as an installation feature and to enrich a sense of the sacred and an
otherworldly ambience in my installation. The flower chandelier and amulets chandelier
shadows were reflected onto the gallery’s walls to bring in a glimpse of a Javanese palace, a
place where Krobongan for the Goddess Sri was usually constructed. The use of light and
shadows were the core practice of Javanese traditional puppet shows - the wayang. In the
historical context of wayang and Islamisation in Java, shadows were used for hiding the
realistic figures of the puppet as Islamic teaching forbade the realistic representations of
human and animals (Irvine 2005). The aesthetics and versatility of the shadows in the

wayang puppet shows were recognised and introduced to Java by Islamic proselytes (Irvine
2005).
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Figure 209. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, shadow from
amulets chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of Wollongong.

Figure 210. Murwanti, A 2013, Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, installation detail, flowers
chandelier, offering soft sculptures, shadow of flowers chandelier, FCA Gallery, University of
Wollongong.
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Conclusion
In this chapter, I have demonstrated my response to socio-cultural issues in Indonesia
through using the artistic and political aspects of the materiality in lurik cloths, the sacred
space construction of the Mitoni ritual as well as the figures and objects from the narratives
of the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths in installation arts practice. Through the intimate repetitive
action of stitching, the investment of my labor and emotions in the stitching process, and the
processes of bricolage, I turned objects from the narrative of the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths
into physical forms and re-articulate existing narratives. I expressed my lament of loss and my
social conscience through using stitching as a metaphor for mending the society’s wounds
and as metaphor of a connector of the fragmented stories. The role of stitching itself was
political in the Javanese context, as it related to the introduction of Islamisation into Javanese
costume tradition. The installation ‘Mitoni, Lurik, and the Stitches of Lament’ interconnected
and brought together fragmented histories, ethnographic information, narratives, memories,
folklore gathered from the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths into a social sculpture that responded
to socio-cultural issue in Indonesia from my perspective as an Indonesian Javanese Muslim
woman artist and bricoleur.
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Conclusion

Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament has enabled me to highlight my concerns regarding
the impact of political ideologies on Indonesian cultural heritage and history. Through this
research project, I have discovered that the ethnographic features of the Mitoni ritual
objects, the ceremonial lurik cloth and associated fragmented narratives underpinning the
ritual – as well as my personal encounters with the Mitoni ritual – and the weavers who wove
the lurik cloth are all interlinked. Through the structures of bricolage and the practice of
installation art I was able to draw together these ritual fragments to respond to the current
cultural and socio-political issues to critique the suppression of Javanese cultural practices
and the restrictive environment for practicing both traditional and contemporary art in
Indonesia. I have used my experience and my research of the Mitoni ritual and my own
interpretation of Beuys’ social sculpture seen through my own lens of feminism to consider
the impact that political ideology has had on my own viewpoints and art practice.
Through this project, I have unraveled the entangled ethnographic and socio-political
narratives that underpin the contemporary experience of the traditional Javanese Mitoni
ritual. I have written of the social and political situation in Indonesia and how politics has
impacted on traditional Javanese ritual and on the lives of its practitioner’s - including the
livelihood of the lurik weavers. I found that the entanglement between tradition, social and
political issues also impacted on contemporary artists through civil art censorship in
Indonesia as happened in Indonesian New Art Movement (Gerakan Seni Rupa Baru)
commencing in 1970s and also civil art censorship which occurred after Indonesian
reformation era (post 1998).
During this research I have uncovered that through the suppression of Javanism rituals such
as the Mitoni ritual that culturally Indonesian society is becoming disconnected from
traditional mythological stories. In the exegesis I have highlighted the narratives of the
Javanese female divinity of fertility and rice - the Goddess Sri embedded in the Mitoni.
Through my interviews with the ritual Mitoni facilitator, I discovered that these narratives of
Goddess Sri and their connections with the Mitoni ritual and lurik cloths were unknown by an
experienced facilitator such as Mrs Setyasih (2011). In fact, the Goddess Sri and her
incarnations (Sita and Sumbadra) were depicted as wayang figures on the golden coconuts in
the Mitoni and were depicted by the use of female-associated imagery (flowers, mirror, comb)
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and the display of weaving-associated objects (weaving shuttle (tropong), cotton yarn (lawe),
scissor) and as items in the offerings and decoration in the Mitoni ritual. The evidence of the
connection between the worship of the Goddess Sri as rice and fertility goddess with the

Mitoni ritual, the lurik cloths and the weaving tradition can also be uncovered in the wayang
mythology narratives of Goddess Sri Widawati and the Goddess Sri - the grand daughter of
God Wisnu (Irvine 2005); the Javanese philosophy of rice/paddy as a metaphor of human’s
life (Rahardjo 2011); the use of cotton yarn as protector in Javanese folktale of ‘Sri and
Sadana’ (Purwadi 2010); the story of Sri and her brother in ‘Sri and Sadana’ folktale (Irvine
2005; Sumintarsih 2007); the association of weaving as Javanese women’s activity (Raffless
in Heringa 2010; Raffless 2008); and the legend of Goddess Sri as a weaver who had dual
roles as both goddess of rice cultivation and goddess of clothing in the folktale of Nyi Pohaci
Sanghyang Asri (Veldhuisen-Djajasoebrata 1988). Political interests in contemporary
Indonesian society have discouraged the worship of Javanese female divinities that were
traditionally at the core of ritualistic acts in the Mitoni and over time these narratives have
been lost. Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament re-connects these diminishing
mythological narratives with a new audience through stitching a contemporary reinterpretation of these stories from the perspective of a Javanese female artist.
This project has unraveled this entanglement of stories and has connected these fragmented
personal, social, culture and political narratives through an installation arts practice which led
me to explore the methodology of bricolage and metaphors of stitching to draw these
fragments together in a structure that mimics postmodern storytelling. The process of
bricolage and stitching in my textile installation enabled me to explore and interlink personal
memory, ritual, textile, history, and social, culture, and political issues. Whilst the study of the

Mitoni and lurik through material culture has allowed me to connect the past with the
present through the materiality of the lurik; the methodology of bricolage and stitching
became the tools that enabled me to realise the threading together of the past and the
present through constructing and installing hand-stitched soft-sculptural objects. The
stitching enabled me to be a bricoleur and the stitcher of multi-faceted narratives.
In the installation Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitch of Lament, the stitching metaphor is political in
an Indonesian social context for three reasons: firstly because of the connection between
stitching and its history with cloth and the Islamisation occurring in Java; and secondly,
stitching is the metaphorical act for connecting the fragmented pieces of the stories including those stories buried and forbidden (such as the goddess worship, the
representation of female divinities, and the syncretism of a cultural matrix and religion);
thirdly, the stitching reflects my utopian desire to mend the wounds of my society.
Through my research of the history of installation practice in Indonesia I outlined the powerful
connections between the practice of installation art to political activism in Indonesian visual
art (chapter one) and I linked this activism and the frame of the ‘personal is political with the
political activism in women’s feminist art practice (chapter three). Joseph Beuys’ social
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sculpture, the second wave feminist artists and Asian contemporary artists all demonstrated
that the ‘personal is political’ and that political activism can be realised through the practice
of installation art - in this instance through the ritualistic act and utilisation of textile through
the lens of personal experience. I am a contemporary female Javanese artist who reinterprets ritual and utilises textile through the ‘personal is political’.
Through the creative expression of Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, I have argued
that my installation is a form of social sculpture - a political act that uses a personal
perspective and stories as strategic weapons for political activism. I have proposed the
installation Mitoni, Lurik and the Stitches of Lament, is a political act for lamenting the
gradual loss of Javanese traditional cultural practice. This installation also raises issues of
freedom of expression, and critically challenges the political agendas in Indonesian society
that impact on cultural memory and cultural practice and the loss of cultural heritage and
histories.
I will continue to reveal buried and hidden stories in other Javanese rituals and associated
textiles in future research. As I am aware that some of the content in this exegesis is
challenging and sensitive for an Indonesian audience, I will continue to approach these issues
carefully. I intend to extend the practice-led research outlined in this thesis as I monitor
responses to my work in Indonesia.
As a Muslim Javanese female artist exploring socio-cultural issues and political issues
through re-interpretation of ritual and utilisation of textiles in practice-led research, I bring an
alternate perspective and voice to contemporary dialogues around traditional cultures and
their re-interpretation and re-invigoration through contemporary arts practice.
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